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      Danny was almost asleep. It had been a long day, but he knew he was surrounded by people who loved him. His grandmother had told him he would see his mother when he woke up, and he was happy they would have a bigger family. She had promised they would call her in the morning and let her know where he was. Still, it felt weird to sleep in a new place.

      For as long as Danny could remember, he’d had the same bedroom. He loved his house and the life he had with his mother and grandparents, but the new grandparents were going to make everything better for him. He had never known his father, but the idea of learning about him through his father’s parents made him happy.

      As he thought about the new life he would be starting, he snuggled himself deeper into the sofa. He couldn’t wait to get up in the morning and talk to his grandparents. He was just hoping his mother wouldn’t be too upset by the surprise they had planned for her. Besides, everyone liked surprises.

      He continued to struggle. While they had surprised him when he woke up, his grandparents told him they just wanted to get to know him and show him how much they loved him. He was glad they had picked him up, but he wished he was in his bed. Still, he closed his eyes tightly and tried to fall asleep.

      As he finally started to get tired enough to fall asleep, he thought about the promise his grandmother had made to let him swim in the pool. His mother had taken him a few times to the pool downtown, but it was nothing like the big pool they had right at their house. There were still a few months until summer, but he already couldn’t wait to put on his swimming shorts and jump in. He smiled to himself at the thought.

      Just as he was starting to doze off, Danny heard a rattling at the door. The place and people were still frightening to him. He tried to listen closely to the sound coming from the other side of the door. Though he knew they were nice people, he still was unsure about being in a strange place. Suddenly, the door started to open slowly. Danny knew something was wrong.

      The moment the shadow crept through the door, he knew it wasn’t his grandmother or his mother. A fear like he had never felt before jolted him to his feet, and he shouted out, asking the figure who was there but got no reply. Who would be coming into the house besides one of them? He didn’t know, but he was very afraid.

      As he cried out again, the shadowy figure continued to move closer. Danny’s breath started getting heavy, and his heart pounded faster. He shouldn’t have been scared. The people he was with were good and kind people. Why was he worried? Still, whoever was moving toward him wasn’t saying anything. He was already on his feet when the door opened, and he called out again but received no reply. His fight-or-flight took over, and he tried to jump over the back of the sofa.

      He didn’t have any luck as he tumbled to the floor. Pain seared through his arm, but he knew he needed to keep moving. He tried to stand back up and run to the other door, but it was too late. The shadow of the man who had come through the door was right above him, towering in the darkness that covered the room.

      Danny tried to scream for help, but before a noise could slip from his lips, the man grabbed him and covered his face with some kind of cloth. He had never been so terrified in his life. Still, he fought back with everything he had. Nothing could shake the man’s strength, though, and Danny was quickly dragged backward toward the door. He refused to give up, kicking and screaming. A thick hand clamped down on his mouth, a rag covering his nose and lips as he struggled.

      Though he kept trying to fight back, it was of no use. The man was simply too strong, and whatever was on the rag made him drowsy. Soon, he felt like he was going to sleep, even though he didn’t want to. He could feel the man pick him up like he weighed nothing at all. Danny felt like he was floating when the stranger flung him over his shoulder and headed toward the door.

      When the cool night air hit his skin, he knew he was outside. The world around him was growing dark, and no matter how hard he tried to keep from falling asleep, he couldn’t keep his eyes open any longer. Whatever the man had done to him, staying awake wouldn’t be an option. He was being carried away and didn’t have any choice in the matter. He felt the world around him growing darker, and he just wanted to go home.

      He thought about his mother and newfound grandparents. Danny tried to call out to them, but when he opened his mouth, nothing came out. All he wanted to do was close his eyes and fall asleep, but he wanted to go home. He wanted to sleep in his own room and on his own bed. Where was this man taking him? A single tear escaped his eye as he continued to hope someone would come to his rescue.

      All those thoughts rushed through his mind, but he couldn’t control them. Fear had taken over, and Danny didn’t know what was happening. He tried to open his eyes, but they wouldn’t cooperate as they drooped. The only thing he recognized was the yard; it belonged to his grandmother. Danny started to tremble. He wasn’t sure if it was from the fear or the cold, but he soon realized he was freezing.

      Danny remembered his pajama top was still in the pool house, and he tried to beg the man to go back for it. The man said nothing and continued to carry him through the yard. As his world started to grow dark, Danny wished his mother was there to protect him. She’d never let anything happen to him, but she wasn’t there. It was only the man who had come in the night and taken him without warning. Soon, the world around him faded to black.
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      Ivy Young lived in a small town in Maine. While Colwood wouldn’t spark a lot of interest for most people, she absolutely loved living in the quaint community. As she continued stacking books in the petite bookstore she owned, she couldn’t help but think about the cost of continuing to run her company. It was more a labor of love than profit anymore.

      Granted, running the bookstore was something she enjoyed doing. Yet the cost sometimes outweighed the joy she had for it. As a valued member of society, she did fairly well within the community. Ivy liked seeing the many faces that came into her shop, especially during the upcoming spring days. Most of the people who walked through her doors were nothing more than avid readers who enjoyed the winter days when they could be locked inside for hours, doing nothing more than living the stories within the many books she had to offer.

      Though the spring months were closing in, the temperatures in the region were still well below freezing. Ivy thought about the warmer temperatures still to come and smiled as she finished stacking a new author’s books on a table by the door.

      The days were becoming longer, as opposed to the shorter days from the beginning of winter. She felt a slight gust of cold air as the entrance to her establishment swung open. Ivy turned and glanced behind her as a small boy rushed through the door with a grin on his face. The smiling children of the community made every day worth opening the doors, and she couldn’t help but chuckle at the little boy’s excitement. Though, the small child who entered just happened to be her own.

      Danny lit up when he saw her standing there and rushed over to wrap his little arms around her. The moment reminded her of why she loved her small town of Colwood. Following slightly behind her son was the boy’s grandmother and Ivy’s mother. Kendra Young looked happy to be at her destination as Ivy watched her enter the store, closing the door behind her.

      “Looks like Danny has been a handful today,” Ivy said.

      “Oh, no more than usual,” Kendra replied. “I think I’m just getting older and it’s harder to keep up with this little guy’s energy levels.”

      “That’s fair enough. I think he can outlast us both at this point.” She chuckled. “How was school today?”

      “The teacher said he had a great day; if you listen to him talk, it was the best day ever.”

      “I’m just glad he enjoys school more than I did when I was his age.”

      Kendra laughed. “You absolutely hated school at his age. I remember times you would try to miss the bus on purpose, hoping I wouldn’t want to take you.”

      “Yeah, but it never worked out that way. You were always more than happy to take me and walked me through the front doors and into my first class.”

      “There was never a day that I was too busy to ensure you were well educated. Though I enjoyed your failed attempts.”

      Ivy smiled. “Maybe, but I eventually gave in and actually started to like my classes.”

      “Yes, you did. Well, I’ve got to get going. Are we still on for dinner this weekend?”

      “As far as I know, we haven’t got any other plans. I’ll let you know when we will be over.”

      “I look forward to it, as I do every time we get to spend some time together.”

      Ivy grinned and gave her mother a hug. As she watched Kendra leave the bookstore, she couldn’t help but think of how nice it had been to have her there to help with Danny. Her son loved spending time with his grandparents, and she was grateful for their help. She quickly turned to look at her son, and he was still standing by her side with a smile on his face.

      “You look like you’re in a good mood. Did you have a good day at school?” Ivy asked.

      Danny grinned. “Of course I did. Mr. Spencer let us watch a movie in math class today.”

      “A movie, huh? Sounds like he was having a rough day.”

      “No. We all got a passing score on our tests from last week, and he said he was rewarding us for our good work.”

      “Well, I still prefer you learn something while you’re in there, but I can’t deny the fact that I’m glad you’re getting good grades,” Ivy said. “What did you do the rest of the day?”

      “We’re doing a project I’m going to need your help with.”

      “What kind of project, sweetheart?”

      “A family tree. I know some of the names to put on my project on your side, but I don’t know anything on Dad’s side of the family.”

      Ivy smiled. “I promise we’ll do some work on it. I’ll get you all the names you need for the project, and that way, you’ll know more about the family, okay?”

      Danny laughed. “Okay.”

      She watched him quickly turn around and run to the kid’s nook at the back of the store. It was a corner of her shop she had set aside with all the children’s books. Nearly every day, Danny would spend his extra time reading. It made her happy to see he liked books as much as she did. The books were all age-appropriate, but she knew it wouldn’t be long before he would want to move on to more challenging books. He was a smart kid.

      Ivy snapped herself from her thoughts and went back to stocking the shelves. Normally, she only had to do some small rearrangements, but the day had brought a big delivery, and she needed to get the new books on the shelves.

      As she continued working, Ivy tried to think back to the names she would be giving to Danny for his project. She had known the day would come when he would learn about his father’s death, but the day had come sooner than she had imagined. Though she never tried to hide the facts from her son, she also never pushed for him to learn sooner than he needed to. Orien’s death came before he was born, and it wasn’t a story anyone could be proud of.

      The day after she visited her husband in prison, he was jumped and killed by other inmates. Ivy knew it wasn’t a story she wanted to explain to her seven-year-old son, but the time for him to learn was coming soon. The hardest part for her was going to be his father’s parents, who she hadn’t talked to since Danny was born seven years earlier.

      Still, Danny needed to know where he came from, and she wasn’t looking forward to answering the questions he was going to have. The story of his father would be hard to explain, and she knew it. There were never going to be lies between them. It was a promise she had made to herself years before.

      Snapping her from her thoughts was the sound of her front door opening and closing several times. Some of the other kids from around the small town were getting out of school, and most of them enjoyed the bookstore as much as Danny did. She smiled and waved to each one as they made their way to the kid’s nook.

      “Hey, kids. Did everyone have a good day at school?”

      “I don’t know about the rest of us, but I did. I always like to watch a movie in class, but I like reading the stories in books better,” Timmy said.

      “Oh yeah? Why’s that?”

      “Well, in books, I get to make my own pictures of what’s happening.”

      Ivy smiled and directed them toward the nook in that back. Each child who walked through her door was quickly followed by their parents. Though she never minded having them in her store, most of the parents would tag along. The small town seemed to have a love interest in books, and Ivy didn’t mind in the slightest.

      Sharing her love for literature and keeping her business going were equally important to her. Ivy was thankful for the interruption as well. Dwelling on the past wasn’t something she needed to waste her time with. Her son needed her in the present, and she wouldn’t let him down. Glancing back to the kid’s nook, she smiled when she saw Danny guiding the other children to his favorite books and explaining the background for each one.

      Her son was an intelligent kid and took after not only her but his father. While he would never know more about his Orien James than what she could tell him, Danny showed signs of being just like him. She didn’t mind the thought of him being like his dad as long as he knew where he had come from.
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      Later that evening, Ivy was sitting on the back porch, enjoying a glass of wine. The chill in the air brought her a strange comfort, but the company of her sister did as well. After preparing their nightly dinner, Danny had gotten a bath and now slept peacefully. Though her life had never been one that was harder than anyone else’s, she always found it hard to get a peaceful night’s sleep.

      As Ivy took another sip of her wine, her thoughts floated back to Danny’s project. She knew there were things that needed to be explained to her son, but she had yet to find a way to put into words what he needed for his project. Her sister, Ursula, would know what to do, but Ivy wasn’t sure she wanted to have the conversation with anyone yet.

      The late-night sky and cooling air sent a chill through her. Ivy liked sitting in the cool night air. Glancing toward her sister, she quickly noticed Ursula staring at her. It didn’t take her long to understand why, as she had been deep in thought for several moments. Still, she chuckled and took another drink from her glass.

      “You seem to be off in your own world tonight,” Ursula said. “Would you mind sharing what’s on your mind?”

      Ivy sighed. “I’m just thinking about the past again.”

      “That’s never done anyone any good. What part of your past has you lost in your mind tonight?”

      “Well, Danny told me about this project they’re doing in school. He has to put together a family tree, but I have to tell him about his father and grandparents. I just don’t know what I should do.”

      “You know, it’s not the prettiest story to have to tell someone, but you did love Orien back then. His family, too. Maybe it’s finally time to make that phone call you’ve been putting off for seven years.”

      “I don’t know if that’s the right thing to do. I mean, the way everything happened wasn’t what any of us expected, but it’s been so long that I don’t know if they’d even want to talk to me.”

      “Oh, I doubt they’d even care at this point. It’s been a long time, and Regina and Harvey aren’t the type of people to give up on their grandkid. I’m sure if they knew where Danny was right now, they’d want to be a part of his life.”

      “Maybe you’re right. I just don’t like the idea of the mob being in contact with my son. There are a lot of reasons I left, but being part of that kind of family was one of the main reasons I took off the way I did.”

      Ursula scoffed. “I understand that, but Regina would want to get to know her grandson, especially since her own son was killed.”

      Ivy knew her sister was right in many ways, but the thought of a mob family being part of her son’s life was not an idea she was fond of. Though the longer she thought about improving Danny’s life, the more she knew reaching out to them was the right thing to do. He deserved to know the family he had come from, despite the type of people she knew them to be.

      “How’d you get so wise, sister?”

      Ursula chuckled. “Well, despite what you might think of me, I think it’s the booze talking.”

      Ivy laughed. “If that’s the case, then maybe you should drink some more of that wine. We both know you need all the help you can get.”

      As the both of them laughed together, Ivy reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. Social media was good for one thing, and that was reconnecting with people from the past. She opened the app on her phone and quickly typed in Regina James’s name. It didn’t take long for the search to find several people with that name across the country.

      After looking through several profiles, she quickly found the person she sought. Ivy hesitated for a moment as she thought about everything her family had been through. Losing Orien had been difficult, but she knew the pain reached beyond her own. Regina deserved to know her grandson as much as he deserved to know his grandparents.

      Taking a deep breath, she touched the screen on her phone and sent the woman a friend request. Though she wasn’t sure how long it would take for her once mother-in-law to respond, she instantly felt her heart rate speed up. Knowing it wouldn’t do her any good to dwell on the situation, she put her phone away and quickly returned to her sister’s company.

      “Did you find her on that app?” Ursula asked.

      “Yeah, I sent the request. I just hope I don’t regret it.”

      “I doubt you will. It will be good for you and Danny to get in touch with them. I’m sure Regina will be happy to hear from you.”

      “I hope so, but enough about that. How’s everything going at the law firm?”

      Ursula smiled. “Better than I could have hoped for. The company is giving me a promotion. I’ve been waiting to tell you the news because I wasn’t sure if it would happen, but it will be official soon.”

      “Good for you, sis. I’m proud of you. You deserve to be running that place.”

      “Now I think the booze is talking for you.”

      “I don’t think so. You bust your butt for them. I’m glad they’re finally seeing what I have always seen.”

      Ursula smiled and took another sip. Ivy couldn’t help but be excited for her sister. She had put in years at the law firm she worked for as a moneylender. The position held its own bit of power, and her sister made the most of it. Her husband, Brian, was more than she could have ever hoped for in a husband for her sister. He was a good man who put Ursula on a pedestal. The man was a great uncle to Danny and always went out of his way to ensure her son was well taken care of.

      Though Ursula and Brian had no children of their own. They had an unshakeable love. It was something Ivy had always wanted but wasn’t currently looking for. Between the bookstore and her son, her focus was spread out enough, and she didn’t intend to change her current life. The topic had come up in conversation before, and her sister and brother-in-law were planning on adopting a child of their own one day.

      “What does Brian think of your promotion?”

      Ursula laughed. “I think that man is more excited about it than I am. He damn near tackled me when I told him about it.”

      “That sounds like him.”

      “What are you thinking about? You seem lost in thought again. Are you thinking about Regina again?”

      “No, I’ll deal with that when the time comes,” Ivy replied. “I was just thinking about how lucky you are.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Ivy smiled. “You have that wonderful man to spend the rest of your life with and an amazing career you love. It’s just nice to know how well you’ve done for yourself.”

      “Hey, now, you’re not doing too bad yourself. You have your bookstore, and as far as I know, it’s doing pretty well.”

      “It is, and Danny is always wonderful, too. I just can’t help but be a little jealous of you.”

      Ursula laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, I have someone I think you would get along with.”

      “Come on, sis. Are you going to set me up on another blind date with a guy who turns out to be a creep?”

      “That wasn’t my fault. You’re the one who forgot about the three-date rule. Besides, Frank wasn’t that bad of a guy.”

      “I know. I overreacted when he thought he wasn’t going to get in my pants after only knowing him for a week. Still, I’m not going on any other blind dates.”

      Her sister had been trying to set her up for years. The last time she had accepted her sister’s setup, she had a good time getting to know Frank. He was a writer from a few towns over, and she enjoyed their conversations. When she invited him over for their third date, he showed up on her doorstep with a radio and barely any clothes on. It was a disaster, and she wasn’t ready for a physical relationship. Ivy chuckled to herself at the thought, knowing the whole situation was comical.

      “I promise this time is different.”

      “I believe you, but Danny is my whole world. I’m happy with where I am right now.”

      “See, I told you there was love for Orien and his family.”

      Ivy sighed. Once again, her sister was right. Orien was the love of her life. It was hard to imagine ever being that serious with another man.
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      Later that evening, as Ursula prepared to go home for the night, Danny came down the steps and asked for a drink of water. After getting his hugs from her sister, she watched her sister head out the door. She smiled at her son and got him a small cup of water. After a few sips, the two went back upstairs to his bedroom.

      Though it was late for the young boy to still be awake, Ivy didn’t mind tucking him back in bed, and she grinned when he asked her to read a bedtime story. It was one of her favorite things to do with Danny, and she was more than happy to oblige his request. After ten minutes of short stories, he yawned.

      “Is that enough reading for tonight?”

      “Yes,” he replied groggily.

      Danny climbed under his blankets, and she gave him a goodnight hug and kiss. Turning off his light, she headed for the door to the hallway. As she turned to close his door, her phone chimed, and she pulled it from her pocket. The soft glow of the screen seemed bright in the dark hallway. She quickly punched in her code and read the notification.

      The notification told her Regina had accepted the friend request she had sent earlier that night. It was at that moment, as she walked down the hallway and into her room, that she realized she was a little on the tipsy side. Anytime she did any drinking with her sister, it always ended up being a few glasses more than she had planned.

      Ivy sighed and sat on the edge of her bed. Her head was still spinning from a couple of glasses of wine, and she tried to shake it off as she stared at her phone. Even though her sister had talked her into making contact, she still wasn’t sure if she was making the right choice. Curiosity started to get the best of her. She quickly opened the social media app and clicked on Regina’s name. The phone quickly loaded the woman’s page and filled her screen with memories and posts Regina had made recently.

      She took a deep breath and set the phone next to her. Ivy still needed to get ready for bed and quickly changed into her nightgown before diving into reading what her ex-husband’s parents had been getting into.

      The anticipation of learning more about Danny’s grandparents quickly overtook her thoughts, and she plopped herself back onto the bed and picked up her phone. Scrolling through the woman’s feed, it didn’t take long for Ivy to catch a glimpse of something that took her by surprise. The James family name had been tied to the mob in California, and they were notoriously known for taking things into their own hands. Although it looked more and more like Regina and Harvey James were out of the family business.

      “Holy crap,” Ivy muttered. “I never thought I’d see the day they weren’t running things over there.”

      Reading through the posts, Ivy knew they were no longer in charge. Though she knew nothing about how the operations of the crime family, she had always thought the mob and their name would be synonymous until they passed away. Judging by the posts she read on Regina’s feed, they were retired.

      Ivy thought to herself that maybe things had finally changed. Would it be plausible for her to introduce them to her son? She still wasn’t sure about it, though things were looking better. Suddenly, she could feel the oncoming of a slight headache. The wine hit her harder than normal, and she lay back in the bed and pulled up the covers. Winter was almost over, but the temperatures were still cold.

      With her phone still in hand, she scrolled a little farther down the woman’s page and saw a post Regina had been tagged in, and it answered her question as to who had taken over for the family. Orien’s former best friend and right-hand man, Henry, was now the one who had taken the reins.

      Henry and Orien had grown up together and were closer than most friends would ever be. It came as a shock that Regina and Harvey had given the business over to Henry. As far as she could remember, the two were never fond of him, though their son always spoke highly of the man. Ivy’s thoughts trickled to the man she still loved. Orien was their only son, and Henry was his best friend at one time.

      Ivy couldn’t help but think about how she never really trusted the man. There had been a pit in her stomach every time she had been around him, and she couldn’t get over the idea that he was now in control of the family business. As her thoughts continued to stick on Henry and the things that irked her, she tried to remind herself that it had been a long time since she had seen any of them. So much time had passed that Ivy wondered how much more things could have changed over the years. She knew the older people became, the more they stopped clinging to the past. Maybe things had gotten better and Henry had proven himself to be a reliable man.

      Ivy chuckled to herself. “Nah, I doubt it. Something about him never sat right with me.”

      She quickly turned off the light and settled into bed. The wine was taking effect, but her curiosity about the family she was once a part of continued to pull her in. Leaning up on her pillows again, Ivy continued to scroll through the woman’s post. It had been a little more than six years since she had spoken to Regina, and she knew the woman would have a lot of questions. Her son’s grandmother would want to see him.

      It was something she knew would happen when she had sent the friend request, but was she really ready to let that happen? She couldn’t be sure yet. Danny had gone this long without knowing them. But she knew the time was growing closer, and Danny would want to meet them.

      Still, it was something Ivy would need to put a lot of thought into. There was no chance she would let someone into her son’s life who could put him in danger. Danny was her entire world. Letting someone in who could hurt the boy was not something she would let fate have a hand in. Though the couple was no longer in the family business she had worried about for so much of her life, the possible danger that could come from the family lingered in the back of her mind.

      The thoughts in her head flashed back to Orien. The man was the center of her world until she had gotten pregnant with Danny. Then, her son would become the only thing she had left of the man. The happiest she had before then were the moments she had spent with her ex-husband.

      The two had shared dreams that would never have been accepted by his family. Though she didn’t know it at the time, Orien was obviously being groomed to take the head of the table when Regina and her husband retired, but it was nothing he wanted. She and Orien had always dreamed of running away together. The mob family lifestyle never suited his soft-hearted nature.

      Ivy closed her eyes, and the image of his face came to life. The smile that made her fall in love with the man was right in front of her. If it had been real, she could have reached out and touched his cheeks. The mirage in her mind slowly faded, and like smoke in the wind, his face disappeared. As she started to doze off, the memories of how dangerous the family could be came flooding in.

      When the two were starting to put together their plan so they could run away, Orien had been framed for a crime he didn’t commit. It didn’t take long for the strong arm of the California law to come crashing down on him. After fighting the charges brought against him, he was convicted and thrown in prison.

      It had been the most heartbreaking thing up to that point in her life until the day after her last visit with him. Ivy remembered the day she found out she was pregnant, and although she could have told the man she loved over the phone, she had opted to tell him in person. She had never seen him so happy. They had talked about things they would do when he was released, and the smile that had been plastered on her face expressed the joy she felt in that moment. It wasn’t until the next day, when she got the call that Orien had been murdered, that things fell apart for her.

      As she closed her eyes one last time, heartache filled her. Ivy missed the man she had fallen in love with, and those happy memories overtook her as she fell asleep.
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      After waking up slightly hungover, Ivy popped a couple of painkillers and got Danny off to school. Memories of the past still lingered in her mind as she thought about what to do after reaching out to Regina. She pushed the thoughts from her mind and opened her bookstore and started helping customers. As small as the town was, she was always surprised by the amount of business her little shop took in.

      Ivy smiled as the last customer of the morning walked out the door, and she started putting books on the shelf. Suddenly, her phone rang, and she quickly glanced at the screen. The message coming in was from her mother-in-law. Her heart started to race when she realized she was going to need to come up with a response sooner than she had expected.

      She clicked on the message, and it popped up on her screen. Ivy read over the message and wondered what she should do. It wasn’t something she was ready to answer, as the woman immediately asked to meet her grandson. It wasn’t something she meant to do, but until then, she hadn’t even thought of letting Danny meet that side of his family.

      As she read the rest of the message asking for her address, Ivy remembered why she didn’t keep any of her personal information on the social app. There was no reason for the world to know where she lived, especially the mob family from California. Still, her mind raced when she tried to think of how to respond properly. It wouldn’t be easy, but the time was coming when she would have to answer Regina and tell Danny about the rest of his family. Before she could think about her response any longer, her phone rang.

      “Hey, Ursula,” Ivy said, answering the call.

      “Did you give any more thought to letting me hook you up on a date? I’m pretty sure I just found you the perfect guy.”

      She chuckled. “I told you last night that I wasn’t interested in any more of your blind dates. The last one still sends shivers down my spine.”

      “Hey now, I apologized about that already. Besides, this is completely different.”

      “Somehow, when it comes to you and the so-called perfect man for me, I doubt it.”

      Ursula laughed. “Just let me try this one last time. If you aren’t interested in him after a date, I’ll leave you alone. I really think you’re going to like this guy. He’s cute, has a good job, and did I mention that he was cute?”

      “I said I’m not letting you hook me up on these dates anymore. I have enough going on right now, and I don’t need to be out dating.”

      “You know what I think your problem is?”

      Ivy sighed. “What’s my problem?”

      “I think you’re stuck in the past. How long are you going to let yourself live in the past? Are you going to keep letting these opportunities keep slipping past you? You know I love you more than anything, but it’s time to let go and move on, sis.”

      “You might be right, but I don’t know if I’m ready to let go just yet.”

      “I understand that more than most people would, but I think it’s time.”

      “Look, I promise I’ll think about it, but I’m not making any other promises.”

      “Hey, that’s good enough for me. If you change your mind, let me know, and I’ll set it up. Trust me, you’re going to want to meet this guy.”

      Ivy laughed. “Don’t hold your breath, but I will think about it. Now, I have to get back to work. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “All right, sis. I’ll talk to you later. Say, before I let you go, did I mention he’s cute?”

      Ivy chuckled as she hung up the phone. Years of failed attempts by her sister to set up her didn’t stop Ursula from continuing to interfere with her love life. Well, the lack of one, anyway. There had been ample time to mourn the loss of Orien, and maybe it was time to move on. She had held on to his memory for a long time. Pushing the thoughts of dating from her mind, she focused her attention back on the conversation with Regina.

      With her phone still in her hand, she pulled up the message Regina had sent her. She stared at it for several minutes before typing a quick response, telling her it would take some time before she could set up a plan for them to get together. Though she knew her mother-in-law wouldn’t be happy with the reply, it was the only thing she could do to buy herself some time without ignoring the woman.

      After promising to get a plan together for the woman to meet her grandson, Ivy pushed herself to get back to work. Even if things were starting to come into her life, other things still needed to get done. As she continued to help incoming customers and stock the shelves, she couldn’t get the idea of Danny meeting his grandparents out of her head.

      Ivy couldn’t help but laugh when the thought of going on a date with her sister’s idea of the perfect man slipped into her mind. Was she really going to keep pushing the possibility of having a man in her life, making her happy out of the picture? She knew her sister wouldn’t quit trying to hook her up. Pulling her phone out of her pocket again, she sent her sister a text.

      It was a simple message, agreeing to the date. Her heart started to race with the idea of meeting a guy and going on a date. Though the last date her sister had set her up on had been a complete disaster, she held on to the hope that this one would be better. Aside from that, she needed the distraction from everything going on with Regina.

      Within a few seconds, her phone chimed. Her sister’s response was that she would set the date up and was happy to hear that Ivy was willing to give it a shot. She promised her she wouldn’t regret it, but Ivy wasn’t sure. Though the excitement of possibly finding a partner made her happy, the thought of moving on filled her with fear.

      The only man she had ever loved had been Orien. In her mind, they were meant to be together forever, and that had been taken from her before they even had the chance to grow their family. Ursula promised her that everything would be fine and that she had set the date up for later in the week, but she was still nervous. Something inside of her made Ivy feel as though she would be cheating on Orien. Without the disaster of the last date she had been set up on, the same feeling overtook her then. Shoving the feelings out of her mind, she quickly became determined to move on. She knew she had wasted enough time dwelling on the past.

      The rest of the day went by smoothly as Ivy continued to work at the bookstore. The highlight of her day was always when the kids would get out of school and file into the kid’s nook. Smiling faces as her customers found books they were looking for brought a smile to her face as well.

      Even though the day passed by without incident, she couldn’t help but regret ever getting hold of the woman. Throughout the day, Regina and Harvey messaged her several times, asking when they could meet with their grandson. She knew they would react the same way, but she had hoped they would give her the time to plan ahead. Pulling her from her thoughts was the voice of a young boy.

      “Can you help me find a book?”

      Ivy smiled. “I sure can, John. Do you know what you’re looking for, or do you want me to help you pick one?”

      “I don’t know what to get, but my grandma gave me twenty dollars.”

      “Sure thing. Follow me to the back, and I’ll find you a good book with some great stories.”

      The young man smiled as he flashed her the money. After finding him a book appropriate for his age, she quickly rang him up and bagged his new book. After watching him leave the store, her phone chimed again. She didn’t bother to look at the message since she already knew it was one of Danny’s grandparents still trying to get her to reply. Ivy knew her son deserved to know the rest of his family, but she was still worried. After all, his grandparents were former mob bosses with a history of unspeakable acts.
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      Though Ivy still hadn’t messaged Regina, she continued her day without a second thought. By the time she was closing the bookstore, her mother had messaged her and brought up the plan of having a family dinner. Ivy quickly agreed and met them at their house with Danny. After another wonderful meal prepared by Kendra, the family sat around the table, discussing school with her son.

      “Did you have a good day in class today?” Fred asked.

      “Yeah. It was kind of boring, but I can’t wait to do my project. Mom said she would help me with it.”

      “Really? What kind of project do you have to do?”

      “It’s a family history project. We have to write down all the people in our family.”

      “That sounds like fun.”

      Danny smiled. “I’m excited to learn about my dad’s family.”

      Kendra gave her a look of disappointment, and Ivy could already tell she wasn’t happy with the situation. Her father quickly ushered Danny to the living room to play, leaving her to help her mother with the cleanup. Nothing was said between the two at first, and they each carried their fair share of dishes to the kitchen.

      The house wasn’t a very large one, but Ivy remembered running down the hallway with her sister when they were younger. The kitchen was a good size, with an island built in the middle to prep the meals. Though many of the old appliances she remembered being there as a child had been replaced, the old-style home brought her comfort. It was a cozy little house built long before she was born. She chuckled as she looked at the glass-topped oven. It surprisingly matched the floral wallpaper well that had been there for as long as she could remember.

      “You know, I thought you had a distant look in your eyes all night, but now I think I know why,” Kendra said. “Are you really going to tell him about Orien’s parents?”

      “It’s not like I really have a choice. Besides, he deserves to know they’re out there.”

      “What are you going to tell him about their employment status?”

      Ivy chuckled. “I don’t know if I would have worded it that way, but I will tell him what he needs to know. When Danny told me about the project, I felt the same way you do right now.”

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      “Actually, I already reached out to Regina and Harvey. They want to meet him, and I think it’s going to be a good thing that Danny does. I just don’t know how to go about doing it.”

      Kendra furled her eyebrows. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. They’re well known as criminals in California. Or did you forget about that?”

      “I didn’t forget about that, Mom. Danny deserves to know about Orien and his side of the family. He’s curious, and I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with that.”

      “Well, introducing him to the mob isn’t something I would recommend.”

      Ivy sighed. “I’ve already been looking into some of those things, but both of them have retired.”

      “Yeah, they both retired with millions of dollars they got through doing illegal things. Is that really something you want to show Danny?”

      Even before the conversation got started, Ivy regretted bringing it up to her mother. Though she knew Kendra wouldn’t be happy about it, she had been hoping to have some support in her decision. Danny was getting older and wanted to know more about the father he had never met. Without the school making the family tree a project, he was getting to the age where he would be asking his own questions.

      Looking back at her mother, Ivy could see the realization in her mother’s eyes that she was disappointed in the woman’s reaction. Without saying a word, Kendra walked to the other side of the island and right up to her.

      “I know how hard this has all been for you. The things you’ve had to go through in this life are not fair. Loving a man who was wrongly convicted and then finding out that man was murdered. I know you’ve been raising Danny as a single parent, and I’m proud of you for everything you’ve accomplished.”

      “It’s been rough, but I don’t know if I’d have been able to do any of it without you and Dad.”

      “Well, we’re here for you because we love you. We both know that Orien was the love of your life. Though neither of us really liked the idea of you dating a mobster, we trusted your decision to do so.”

      Ivy knew the day she introduced Orien to her family that they weren’t excited about the idea of her dating someone with his background, let alone the son of the bosses. Still, they grew to adore Orien as much as she did. Once, her mother even told her that he was a wonderful man and that they were happy she had found someone who loved her as much as he did. When he was charged with a crime he didn’t commit, they were by his side and believed he had been framed.

      “It has been hard, and I’ve struggled to move on from the past.”

      Kendra sighed. “I know people always say it will get easier, but it never did for you. You’ve done great raising Danny, and he loves you.”

      Ivy chuckled. “That means a lot coming from you. You and Dad did such a great job with Ursula and me when we were kids.”

      “Well, you both were a blessing to us. When you had Danny, we knew it was just another blessing. I know I’ve said some things I should have kept to myself, but your son is a gift that Orien’s parents should get to enjoy, as well.”

      “I still don’t know if I’m doing the right thing,” Ivy replied. “I haven’t even responded to their constant requests to meet him.”

      Kendra smiled. “You’ve been a smart girl since the day you were born. We’ve always trusted your decisions, even if we may not have agreed with them all. Only you know what is right for you and your son.”

      “Even if that’s true, the James family name carries a danger I can’t overlook. Do you really think it’s okay to let that sort of thing into Danny’s life?”

      “I can’t answer that for you. You’re my daughter, and I naturally love you for who you are and how big your heart is. If you follow that heart of yours, then you’ll find you’ve answered that question on your own.”

      “Thanks, Mom. I really needed to hear you say that.”

      “Just remember that even if I don’t agree with the idea of those two being a part of Danny’s life, we’re always going to support you. Whatever you decide to do, we will be there for you both.”

      Ivy wrapped her arms around her mother. The soft-spoken words made her feel better about reaching out to Regina. Whether that decision was the right one, she still wasn’t sure. Knowing she had the support of her mother made her feel better about it all, though.

      After helping Kendra finish cleaning up after dinner, they said their goodbyes and headed to the car. Loading Danny into her SUV, she quickly noticed the boy was quite tired. Ivy pulled the car out of her parent’s driveway and headed back home. The drive would be a short one, lasting no more than ten to fifteen minutes, but before they reached the house, Danny fell asleep.

      By the time she pulled the car into her own driveway, Danny was passed out completely. Ivy smiled in the mirror before looking up at her front door. The baby-blue house she called home was surrounded by a white fence. White shudders and the white, wrap-around porch glowed with the bright white light of the streetlights. It wasn’t the biggest house on the street, but it was perfect for her and Danny.

      Before she opened the door to her car, she pulled out her phone. With the support of her mother and father, she felt like she was making the right choice when she typed out the message, replying to Regina. After telling her they could come out the following month and giving them the name of the town she lived in, she felt a weight lifted off her shoulders.

      Ivy smiled as she thought about the decision she had just made. Only time would tell if it was the right choice. She quickly opened her door and got out of the car. After pulling Danny out of his seat, she headed to the house. The driveway wasn’t far from the front door, but she suddenly got the feeling she was being watched. Quickly glancing around, she noticed no one in the area, but she couldn’t shake the feeling. She rushed to the door and darted made it inside, locking the door behind her.
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      It had been several days since the dinner with her parents, and Ivy caught herself staring out the front of her store. It wasn’t unusual to have slow days at the shop, but it gave her too much time to dwell on things she shouldn’t be worried about. It was a little past noon when she realized it was the day of her date. Though she had agreed to the blind date set up by her sister, Ivy was having second thoughts.

      The more she thought about moving on with her life, the more she started to doubt it was the right time. With Orien’s family coming soon to meet her son, there was plenty to keep her busy as it was without worrying about some guy she hadn’t even met yet. As the minutes dragged on and she couldn’t keep herself busy enough to stop thinking about it, Ivy pulled out her phone to call her sister.

      She knew Ursula would be upset with her canceling the big date, but Ivy couldn’t take it any longer. The pressure was getting to her, and she decided to let her sister know she needed to reschedule. Before she got the chance to place the call, she felt a cold breeze rush down her arms, and the bell to the front door rang. Looking up quickly, Ursula walked through her door with a big smile on her face.

      “Well, it looks like I came to see you just in the nick of time,” Ursula said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “One look at you, and I can already see you’re getting cold feet about this date. I’m telling you right now, sis, you better not cancel this time. You deserve to move on, Ivy.”

      “I know, but I have so much going on with Danny right now and work,” she replied.

      Ursula looked around the store. “Yeah, looks like you’re too busy to do anything for yourself.”

      Ivy laughed. “You know what I mean. With Orien’s parents coming to meet him and everything I’m trying to get done here, I just don’t think it’s the right time.”

      “Trust me, it’s the right time. You’ve spent enough time in the past. Besides, you know it’s just a date, right? You go out and have a good time. Then, if you never want to see him again, you don’t have to. It’s not like you’re going out and getting married tonight.”

      “Fine. I know you’re right, and I’m probably just nervous about everything. It just feels wrong.”

      “That makes sense, but it’s good for you to move on. Orien’s death affected you badly, but that’s in the past now. It’s time for you to look to the future and all the possibilities that come with it.”

      Ivy smiled. “You’re just full of good responses, aren’t you?”

      “One of us has to be.”

      “All right. So, what’s the plan you’ve got for us tonight?”

      “See, I knew you’d finally agree with me. I’m excited about you going on this date tonight. I’ve got you meeting at The Drop. It’s local, so if things do go badly for any reason, or if you’re not comfortable, you won’t have a long drive home.”

      “Well, that’s good. At least you planned ahead this time.”

      Ursula laughed. “I wasn’t going to go through all of that again.”

      “How will I know who this guy is?”

      “The guy you’re meeting will have a white carnation in his breast pocket, that’s how.”

      Ivy immediately wondered why he would have picked out that exact flower. After all, it had been her favorite flower for as long as she could remember. Was it a coincidence? She didn’t know what to think if it was but was simply hoping it was a sign of good things to come. Quickly pushing the thought from her mind, she tried not to worry about it.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? Don’t let me talk you into something you don’t want to do,” Ursula said.

      “Too late for that.” Ivy chuckled. “No, I think I’ll be all right. You’re right about one thing—I need to move on. I’m nervous, but it’s something I need to do for myself.”

      “Well, at least you know it will be a good meal. Plus, if I haven’t told you already, the guy is cute.”

      “Yeah, you might have mentioned it a time or two.”

      Ursula smiled. “All right. Well, it’s too late to back out now, but I have to get back to work. My lunch hour is almost up, and I have a ton of work to do.”

      The two sisters embraced and said goodbye. Ivy was still extremely nervous about the date, but her sister had made some good points. She watched Ursula leave the shop, but before she was out of sight, she turned and smiled one time while shaking her finger back and forth. She knew it was too late to back out, but it didn’t change the flood of emotions rushing through her.

      Still, even in the years that had gone by since Orien’s death, she had never managed to allow herself a moment of peace. He had meant the world to her, but he was gone, and she was still there. It was time to move on, and there wouldn’t be a better time.

      Ivy quickly pushed the negative thoughts out of her mind. Not only did she need to go through with the date for her own peace of mind, but she also owed it to her sister to try to move forward with her life. She couldn’t cancel, even if she wanted to. While the rest of the world outside passed by, she went back to fixing her shelves and checking her numbers.

      Sales for the month had been good, though she would always like to see them do better. It didn’t take much money to keep the store open, but it was hardly a reliable income. Sometimes the months would bring in a good amount, while other times, it would flop. It seemed to rely on the authors’ releases, but it wasn’t something she could easily control.

      While she was lost in the thoughts of what she could do to increase sales, her phone started to ring. She rolled her eyes as she pulled it from her pocket, thinking her sister was checking in with her again. She never could leave well enough alone. Surprisingly, when she looked at the caller ID, it wasn’t her sister trying to call.

      The call was coming from Regina, and Ivy knew it could only be about one thing. They still wanted to meet their grandson. She couldn’t blame them for wanting to follow up on the plan, but she wasn’t sure if she was ready to talk to the woman again. Since she had given her phone number to her earlier in the week, Regina had been calling her to talk every day. Ivy was quickly getting annoyed with the constant calls. It was getting old fast, and she had other things to deal with . Ignoring the call but not declining, she knew it would go to her voicemail.

      It wasn’t so much the idea of talking to the woman daily, but rather she wasn’t sure about letting Danny meet the two grandparents. The doubts seemed to outweigh the benefits every time she thought about it. There were many things she didn’t know about since Orien’s death. The idea that the two used to run one of the toughest crime families in California was high on the list of doubts.

      The words her mother had spoken had never been more true. They had money that had come from things that weren’t exactly legal. The several times they had spoken up to that point had been focused on the excitement of meeting Danny, and Ivy was happy they were looking forward to it. The part she wasn’t prepared for was when Regina told her they were planning to buy a house in the area so they could be a bigger part of his life.

      As soon as Regina had told her about their plan, Ivy started having those doubts rush through her mind. It wasn’t the idea of things they had done in the past that bothered her, but they were in her thoughts. The family was dangerous, or at least their family ties could be. Keeping her son safe from those who could bring her harm was something that constantly crossed her mind.

      It was those family ties that she didn’t want around her son. Orien had grown up in the life, and he didn’t want anything to do with it. She certainly wasn’t going to let that influence into Danny’s life. Things were happening fast, and she didn’t know what to think about any of it. Before long, they would meet her son, but it wouldn’t be on that day. That day, she was meeting a man her sister had set her up with. She was suddenly nervous once again.
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      Later in the evening, she dropped off Danny at her parent’s house. They never usually asked what her plans were because they knew she would go out with her sister so often. Though, that night, she told them she was going on a blind date Ursula had set up for her.

      “I’m glad you’re getting yourself out there again. Although, I hope this one turns out better than that last one,” Kendra said with a smile.

      Ivy chuckled. “You and me both. I didn’t have high hopes the last time she tried to set me up, but I kind of do this time.”

      “Either way, I’m happy you’re going on a date.”

      “I’m nervous, to say the least. It took me forever to pick out an outfit, and I’m still not sure it looks right.”

      “Oh, sweetheart, you look absolutely stunning,” Fred said. “Any man would be lucky to spend a night out with you.”

      “Well, I don’t know how much I trust your judgment.”

      Fred laughed. “If it makes you feel any better, I must have a pretty good eye for beauty. After all, I got your mom to fall for me.”

      “That’s fair,” Ivy said. “I guess you’re right, but I went through almost everything in my closet while trying to figure out what to wear.”

      “You look great, honey. I’m sure this guy will be as mesmerized as we are.”

      Ivy blushed and thought about the evening ahead. Besides the one date her sister had set her up on before, she hadn’t been out with a man in over six years. Her nerves were starting to get to her, though she tried to push them back so she could just enjoy the evening. Taking in what her sister had said, she was still trying to tell herself that she deserved to go out and have a good time.

      After she told Danny to have fun and said goodbye to her parents, she drove to the restaurant where she was supposed to meet her date. The closer she got to the restaurant, the more her doubts started to take over. Was she really going to go through with another blind date? She couldn’t help but feel like she was cheating on Orien somehow. After all, he was the only man she had ever loved. As if she knew what she was thinking, her phone started to ring, and it was her sister calling.

      “Hey, Ursula. I just got to the restaurant.”

      “I figured it was getting close to that time, but I bet you haven’t gone inside yet.”

      Ivy chuckled. “Not yet, but I just pulled up.”

      “You promised me you would give it a try,” Ursula said.

      “I know, but at least I’m here now. Isn’t that the same thing?”

      “Not exactly. You need to actually go inside and sit down with the man before it’s considered trying. I knew you’d have second thoughts, which is why I decided to call you.”

      “How’d you know?”

      “Sis, I’ve known you all of my life. I know how you think. If you’re sitting there, telling yourself you can’t move on, you’re never going to be able to. Just give it a chance. If it doesn’t work out, at least you can say you tried.”

      “Fine, I guess I’ll go inside and meet this mystery man.”

      “Good,” Ursula said. “I expect you to tell me all the details later.”

      Ivy laughed and ended the call. She knew no matter how the date went, she would have to tell her sister all about it. The two rarely kept anything from each other. Still, something in the air didn’t feel right, but she had already promised her sister she would go inside. Taking a deep breath, Ivy looked in the rearview mirror.

      “You do the same thing any time you have a chance to move on,” she whispered. “You can do this. You just go in there, have a nice meal, and meet someone new. It’s not that hard.”

      She chuckled at herself when she realized she was talking to herself in the mirror. It happened more often than she would ever admit, but it felt different this time. Ivy still felt uneasy about the whole situation. It had been a long time since she went on a real date, but she was determined to move on with her life.

      Whether by choice or not, Orien was gone from her life, and her son was all she had to remember him by. Now it was time to move forward. She wouldn’t let the fear of letting go keep her from finding something new and exciting. Ivy took a few deep breaths and stepped out of the car. She spoke to herself in a hushed voice the entire way to the restaurant entrance. Her sister had told her the man was cute, so she could only hope he had the personality to go with it.

      When Ivy first stepped into the building, she immediately saw how busy the place was. She looked in every direction, trying to find the guy with the white carnation, but didn’t see anyone fitting the description. When the hostess approached her, she wasn’t sure what to do.

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “I’m supposed to be meeting someone here, but I’m not sure who it is or what he looks like.”

      The hostess laughed. “It happens all the time. I guess you are here for a blind date?”

      “Yeah, but the only thing I know about the guy is that he’s supposed to have a white carnation in his pocket.”

      “Well, I’m sure he’s here somewhere, or he’ll be here soon. You’re welcome to take a seat at the bar, but you can check the back tables to see if you can find him.”

      Ivy smiled. “Thank you. I think I’ll check the back first, and if he’s not there, I’ll make my way to the bar.”

      The hostess smiled and nodded before heading back to her podium. Ivy was thankful for the understanding woman and made her way toward the back of the restaurant. It was frustrating to her as she looked at every man alone at a table. The harder she looked for her date, the more she started to doubt coming in the first place.

      After checking all the back tables and most of the restaurant, she made her way toward the bar. There was no sign of the man with the flower in his pocket, and she started to feel more at ease. She even allowed herself to hope that she had been stood up. In her mind, she had made an attempt to go on a date. It wasn’t her fault the guy didn’t show up. Smiling by the time she reached the bar, she started to get the attention of the bartender.

      Before she could grab the man’s attention, she heard her name being called from behind her. When she first turned around to her left, she didn’t see anyone, but when she turned in the other direction, her heart stopped. The face of the man holding a white carnation was a man she recognized. Her blind date was already something made of nightmares, and Ivy felt like she would be sick.

      The man was handsome, as her sister had mentioned. He was tall, with dark hair and facial hair to match. His broad shoulders looked as though they carried the weight of the world, but Ivy could only see the weight of her mistrust in the man. He had only been a small part of her life, but it was a part she was trying to move on from.

      Ivy now knew why he had told Ursula he would be carrying her favorite flower. He knew more about her than she wanted him to. Though she hadn’t expected to enjoy the date, there was absolutely no chance of it happening now. The man grinned at her, and she took a step back. She was shocked that her date had turned out to be someone from her past, a man who had no business being anywhere near her.

      “Hey, Ivy,” the man said. “It’s been a long time, but you don’t look like you’ve changed a bit. It’s really nice to see you.”

      The guy’s grin made her stomach churn. When he saw the shock in her eyes, he chuckled and extended his hand to give her the carnation. Ivy was so surprised that she was frozen where she stood. She didn’t take the flower he offered, but instead, she took another step backward, trying to distance herself from the man she hadn’t seen in years. When she stumbled and nearly knocked over one of the tables, she caught herself and glared at the guy. Henry Smith took a step toward her, grinning the entire time.
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      As Henry started to approach her, she turned to rush out of the restaurant. Ivy never expected to see the man again, let alone as the man her sister had set her up with. At that moment, she wondered why she never had asked to see a picture. Still, the only thing going through her mind was to get as far away as possible.

      Most of the other patrons in the building stared at her with disgust until they looked behind her and noticed the large man following her. Ivy didn’t care what they thought as she continued to make her way to the exit. The cool night air hit her skin, but she barely noticed the temperature change. It wasn’t until she was halfway to her car that she noticed Henry was still following her.

      Though Henry had been one of Orien’s closest friends for years, a part of her always wondered what role he had played in what had happened to her husband. She always suspected her husband’s longtime friend had played a central part in the frame job Orien had gone through, and she never doubted he could have had something to do with his death in prison as well. Now, more than ever, she wanted nothing to do with him.

      By the time Ivy made it to her car, she thought Henry had given up and would leave her alone, but she knew was only wishful thinking. Suddenly, she felt a hand on her arm, and she was being spun around. Though he didn’t grab her with any force, it took her by surprise. Glaring at the man who had dared to touch her, she cursed under her breath.

      “What in the hell are you doing here, Henry?” Ivy seethed. “What do you want from me?”

      “Look, I just wanted to talk to you. It’s been a long time, and I think we should catch up.”

      “You came all the way to my town to have a conversation that could have been made over the phone? What are you really doing here?”

      Henry scoffed. “You know how long it’s taken me to find you. I’ve been looking all over for any sign of you, and you’ve been living in this shithole?”

      “It’s not like I’ve been hiding. If you wanted to find me, it wouldn’t have been that hard.”

      “Trust me, it’s a lot harder than you think it might be. I’ve been trying to find you for years. Hell, it came as a complete shock when Regina told me you had reached out to them. So, you have a son? How old is he now?”

      “I’m not going to tell you anything about my son because it’s none of your business.”

      He sighed. “I don’t understand why you’re acting this way. We may not have always gotten along, but I thought we were friends until you just disappeared.”

      “Can I go now, or are you going to make me stay here?” Ivy asked.

      “I’d like it if you’d stay so we can catch up. I want to know all about what you’ve been up to.”

      Ivy scoffed. “Like you really care about what I’ve been doing.”

      “I’ve always cared about you. Besides, Orien was my best friend, and I told him I’d always look out for you.”

      “Well, that’s one promise you don’t have to keep any longer.”

      “Come on, Ivy. Just stick around for a bit. You know, I’m the head of operations now, and I really would just like to enjoy the evening with an old friend.”

      Ivy was still too stunned to believe what was happening. It was true that Henry had been Orien’s friend since they were young, but that didn’t change her mind about the guy. It was highly likely that he had been the reason for her husband’s death, but she’d never had any proof. Still, she didn’t need to be blindsided by the man. If he wanted to have a real conversation, he didn’t need to trick her into meeting with him.

      Sighing in disgust, she turned back to her car door and started to open it. From out of nowhere, she heard someone else saying her name. When she looked up, her heart started to pound more than it already was. Walking in her direction were two more people she never expected to see that night.

      She couldn’t believe they had tried to trap her like that. Regina and Harvey were making their way over to them, and Ivy was shocked to see the three of them ganging up on her. Just when she thought the night couldn’t get any worse, they had to show up.

      “What in the world are you doing here, Henry?” Regina asked.

      “I could ask you the same question. I’m just trying to catch up with an old friend. I don’t mean any harm.”

      “We told you this is our business. You shouldn’t be here at all. You’re supposed to be running things back at home.”

      Henry scoffed. “It’s all being handled by my second in command. It’s not like I left the business without telling anyone where I was going.”

      “We only told you about Danny and Ivy because we were excited to get to know our grandson, not so you could come to interfere. This is our son’s family we’re talking about here.”

      Ivy wasn’t sure what to think as the Jameses and Henry continued to bicker. Had it all been a big setup to catch her off guard? While she knew Regina and her husband would be coming to meet Danny, she never expected to see them so soon. While they were busy arguing amongst themselves, Ivy took the chance to sneak away.

      Slowly, she opened her car door and got in. None of the three noticed what she was doing until she started the ignition. Throwing it into reverse, she backed away from the three people standing just a few feet away. Before the car came to a stop, she switched gears and floored the gas pedal. Her SUV roared to life and peeled out of the parking lot. She didn’t plan on spending more time than she had to around the family.

      Heading directly to her parents’ house, she thought about how big of a mistake she had made by contacting Regina. While she had hoped she would eventually come around to Danny meeting his grandparents, she suddenly realized how bad a decision it had been. Regina and her husband weren’t expected to be in town, and she had been blindsided by Henry on top of it all.

      She was still in shock as she pulled into her parents’ driveway. For a moment, she thought about grabbing Danny and leaving the state. It had taken them years to find her, and it was her poor choice in making contact that finally gave them what they needed to locate them. Ivy quickly pushed the idea aside, knowing she would never leave her family behind to deal with the mess alone.

      Ivy tried to clear her mind of the whole experience before walking to the door. There was no reason to worry her mom now, without knowing Regina’s plan. Still, the bad date and running into Orien’s parents were not something she felt like discussing any further. The only thing she wanted to do at that moment was to ensure Danny was with her parents and safe.

      When she entered the house, Ivy made it clear that she was exhausted and just wanted to get Danny home and into bed. Making quick work of getting him into the car, she hugged her parents and said goodnight. Pulling out of the driveway, her heart was still racing.

      There were mixed emotions when she got home and laid Danny down for the night. She expected him to complain about having to rush to bed, but she knew he was exhausted from spending time with his grandparents. They always seemed to find a way to drain him of all energy. Ivy gave him a goodnight kiss and headed to her own bedroom.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, she thought about the things she could do to protect Danny from the James family. Her first thought rushed to getting an attorney for herself and her son. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to protect her son from the life Orien had left. The man she loved wanted to get out of the business himself. She knew he wouldn’t want Danny following in his footsteps. The more she thought about it, the quicker she decided that was the best course of action.

      It took Ivy quite a while before her heart stopped racing, but she still didn’t understand what had brought Henry all the way to Maine. The man had no claim to her or her child. Her heart filled with hate for the guy for being in her town and tracking her down. What the hell could he possibly want from her?
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      Although Ivy had passed out from exhaustion, she didn’t get much sleep. She woke up several times through the night worrying about why the James family and Henry had come to her town. What could they possibly want? They had no rights to her son, especially Orien’s old pal, Henry.

      She went through her normal routine of getting Danny up and off to school before taking herself to the bookstore to open the business for the day. After the previous night’s events, she had no idea what to expect or when she would run into one of them again. Ivy had already made the decision to call an attorney, but since the morning ritual of opening the store took time, she planned on looking up the numbers for local lawyers after she opened.

      After turning on the lights and reviewing her morning paperwork, Ivy flipped the open sign on and prepared for the day. Five minutes later, she had her laptop out and was searching for the best lawyer in her area. Mostly, she found numbers for divorce attorneys, but there were a few numbers she planned on calling that dealt with an abundance of issues people would have.

      Suddenly, she heard the front door open and looked up, expecting to see her first customer of the day. Instead, she was looking into the eyes of Danny’s grandmother, Regina. Rage rushed through her body. Though the day had started with low expectations, they quickly plummeted when the woman smiled and walked her way.

      Ivy couldn’t believe the nerve of the woman. Not only had they bombarded her the night before, but she was also now walking into her store. For a moment, she didn’t know what to say to Regina. She was still angry and knew she needed to protect Danny from whatever they had planned.

      “What in the hell are you doing here?” Ivy seethed.

      “I just wanted to stop by and explain what happened last night. We had no expectations of running into you like that, and we have—”

      “Just get out of here. I contacted you in hopes of growing a relationship between you and my son, but I’m not going to let you take advantage of me. You had no right to show up unannounced like you did last night. What in the hell did your intentions entail?”

      “I told you before that we were considering purchasing a house in this area. We found one that Harvey and I both really liked, and we decided to head this way to look at it. I’m sorry, but we never planned to run into you like that.”

      “Maybe you should have given me a little heads up. Not only that, but you also sent Henry out here to check up on me. What were you thinking?”

      Regina sighed. “I was shocked to see him here. I surely wouldn’t have sent him out here for anything. Please believe me when I tell you that last night shouldn’t have happened. I still don’t know what Henry was doing here.”

      “Well, you ruined any chance of seeing Danny now. I don’t want you anywhere near my child or me.”

      “Please, Ivy, don’t do this. It was an honest mistake. We got to town early and thought we’d grab some dinner at that restaurant, stay the night, and then look at the house. We never meant to run into you like that.”

      Ivy wasn’t sure what to think. While the retired crime boss standing in front of her obviously had ulterior motives, it was hard not to believe what Regina was telling her. It was possible that everything she said was true, but that still didn’t explain why Henry was there.

      If she thought her head had been spinning the night before, it was certainly doing flips now. There was more information to take in than she could handle. Pushing all the conversation out of her mind, she focused on the plans she already had laid out. She would get a lawyer and wanted nothing to do with the woman. There was already too much distrust, and she wasn’t about to change her mind.

      Ivy scoffed. “I know all about what you’re willing to do. I’ll be contacting a lawyer to make sure you stay away from us.”

      “I promise you there is no need for all of that. We’ll stay out of your hair, but we would like to meet our grandson,” Regina begged.

      “Right now, I don’t think that will be an option. Between what the three of you did last night and you coming here this morning, I don’t think I can trust you.”

      “It’s not about trusting me, Ivy. I never meant for this to blow up the way it did. As for the three of us, I don’t know what you’re talking about. We had no idea Henry would come here.”

      “If that’s true, then you can blame him for what will happen next. I’ll be getting a lawyer to protect Danny and me. If you come anywhere near us, I’ll have him file a restraining order against all of you. Now, get the hell out of my store.”

      Instantly, she saw the rage in the woman’s eyes, but she didn’t care. Ivy was just as angry. They had no right to do what they had done. She watched as Regina turned and stormed out of the bookstore. A sigh of relief escaped as she watched her through the window until she knew the woman was gone.

      She immediately went to work finding a lawyer. While there was little doubt Regina would try to push her way into Danny’s life, there was absolutely no doubt of what she had to do next. Ivy knew they needed to have some kind of legal protection in case the woman tried anything. Quickly going down the list of attorneys she had already researched, she picked the one with the most experience.

      Marcus Evergreen was a well-known lawyer, who was highly educated. Out of all the names on the list, he was the only one who specialized in the area of children and custody. If it came to the point of Regina trying legally to obtain custody of her son, she wasn’t going down without a fight. She quickly dialed his number and waited as the phone rang through on the other end.

      After several rings, there was no answer. The answering service picked up, and Ivy left a quick message with her name and circumstances leading up to her making the call. Finishing the recording with her phone number, she ended the call, hoping Marcus would call back soon. While there was no telling what Regina would do next, she wasn’t going to sit back and wait to find out.

      Ivy waited around, standing in her bookstore for several minutes. The conversation she purposely had skipped with her parents the night before now had to occur. She knew she had to tell them what was going on. Not just for her own safety, but for theirs as well.

      While the store had only been open for less than an hour, she didn’t want to wait until the end of the day to find a way to protect herself and her family. Ivy needed to get to her parents and explain what was happening.

      She quickly went to the office and grabbed her coat. Snatching her purse off the desk, she rushed back to the front door and turned on the closed sign. For a moment, she felt bad for closing up shop. The kids who made a daily routine of coming in and reading books would have to find a different way to relax that day. There was too much going on in her personal life, and Danny was her number one priority.

      Within minutes, Ivy was in her car and rushing down the road to Kendra’s house. She knew the topic would be touchy, filled with “I told you so,” but she didn’t care. The more people who knew about what was happening, the safer they would all be.

      Still, as she drove, she couldn’t help but think about what Regina had said. If they were really just coming to look at a house and everything else was a mistake, then why was Henry there? None of it made any sense to her. A quick thought rolled through her mind, and it scared her.

      If they were truly there to find a house, then maybe sometime in the future they could work things out. Although, the more likely scenario was that they wanted to take her son from her, and she wasn’t going to let that happen. As much as she would hate a life on the run, she would take Danny and leave if the time came. No one was going to hurt her family, not even Orien’s family.
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      Ivy had only been at her parents’ house for a few minutes, but she had already poured out the information she had so far. The events from the previous night were fresh in her mind as she explained her blind date was none other than Henry, and she quickly told them about trying to leave. Running into Regina and Harvey was a surprise to her parents, and they all sat in silence for several moments.

      “Well, I know this isn’t going to be the popular opinion, but what if she was telling the truth?” Fred asked. “I mean, who knows what Henry was doing there, but what if them running into you was an honest mistake?”

      “You don’t think they should have given me a heads-up before coming to town?” Ivy asked, frustrated.

      “Sure, they should have, but they’re excited to meet their grandson, and it’s possible that doing that just slipped their mind.”

      “What are you saying, Dad?”

      “Most of the problems you’re having right now can be resolved if you just let them meet Danny.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Fred sighed. “All I’m saying is that you were going to introduce them anyway. Why not just stick to the plan and let them see Danny?”

      Ivy knew he was probably right, but she was still angry at the way they had blindsided her. As she looked at her father, she knew he was only telling her what he felt was right. She quickly glanced over at Kendra, who was glaring at her husband. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, Ivy might have laughed at the scene unfolding in front of her.

      “I don’t think they should be rewarded for what they’ve done,” Kendra said. “If they came here to take Danny away, I’m with you, sweetheart. Take Danny and get the hell out of here before they have the chance to cause any more problems.”

      “You haven’t even had a conversation with her yet,” Fred said. “I mean, you’ve heard part of what she had to say, but you threw her out before she really got a chance to explain her side of the story.”

      “What if she is here to take Danny from me?”

      “Well, did she ever act like that was what she wanted when you talked to her on the phone?”

      Ivy sighed. “Not really. She seemed more excited to see her grandson than anything else.”

      “That’s my point, honey.”

      Ivy’s head was starting to spin again. On the one hand, her father was right. In her own rage, she didn’t listen to what Regina had to say, but on the other hand, the Jameses were known to have done some shady things in the past. After all, the mob family had to do some pretty dirty things to create the riches they possessed.

      “All I’m trying to say here is that our lives are wonderful now that Danny is a part of it. It’s been a joy to have him around, and I don’t think I could deny that feeling to any grandparent,” Fred said.

      “I know you’re not wrong, but what if they want something more?”

      “Honestly, I just think they want to have him in their lives. Why else would they be willing to buy a house here?”

      Ivy sighed. “I didn’t think about that.”

      Fred smiled. “You have every right to be upset about what happened, but you should try to get the full story before you take everything out of context. Sit down with them, or give them a call, and just find out what their expectations are.”

      Kendra scoffed. “They were mob bosses, Fred. Are you really going to sit there and tell us that they don’t want something more from her?”

      “Ivy said they don’t do that anymore. I think they deserve the chance to meet their grandkid and enjoy having him in their life. Just like you and me, they’re getting older and want something more out of life.”

      She could feel herself starting to relax. Ivy knew everything her father was saying was true. Maybe the couple had really changed and wanted to move on with their lives. If that were the case, it was too hard to believe the reasons they would want to meet Danny. They were no longer in charge of the family, and it was possible that the night before was just a wild coincidence.

      The more she thought about what Fred was saying, the more she started to agree. Suddenly, she wondered what Danny would think if he knew she was depriving him of having a relationship with his father’s parents. The world felt like it was closing in around her. What had started out as a feared interaction had quickly become an over-exaggeration of emotions on her part.

      While Regina and Harvey might have been truthful in their attempts to explain they didn’t mean any harm, Henry being there was the one thing that set her off the most. She still had no idea what the man was doing there, but she knew keeping her son’s grandparents away from him wasn’t going to make anything better. Orien didn’t agree with the lifestyle his parents had raised him in, but he would want his son to know his family.

      When the conversation with her parents ended, she quickly said goodbye and left. Several hours later, she was sitting at home, still thinking things through. When her phone chimed with a new email, she pulled it out and opened the new mail. It was a reply from the attorney she had called earlier. Glancing through the reply, she noted that he had offered her a meeting the following day.

      Though she was still unsure about what she would do, Ivy was happy she was keeping all of her options open. She would still meet with the attorney in case things went south, but her mind wasn’t made up about what she would do. Her father had brought up many good points she hadn’t considered herself.

      Ivy didn’t know what kind of mother she would be if she denied the relationship her son could have with Orien’s family. It was only right that he would get to know the family she had already kept him from for too long. Pulling her from her thoughts was the sound of her phone ringing.

      “Hey, Ursula. What’s going on?”

      “I figured I would check in and see how you are doing,” Ursula replied. “Listen, if I had known that man was someone from your past, I never would have set up that date.”

      “How could you have known? I never really talked about him. It’s not your fault.”

      “Well, I still feel like shit about it. I talked to Mom and Dad, and they told me what happened. Are you okay?”

      Ivy sighed. “I’m fine, but I don’t know what to do about any of it.”

      “If it helps at all, I think Dad might be right about this one. What’s it going to hurt to let Danny meet them? That was the plan from the beginning.”

      “I know he’s right, but something still feels off. I know I can’t keep them from Danny because it’s unfair to him.”

      “It’s not fair, but it’s your decision. If you really think it’s best to keep them away, then I’ll do whatever I can to help you out.”

      “I appreciate it, but I haven’t made up my mind. I don’t know what the right answer is.”

      “The answer you’re looking for is the one that comes from your gut. Trust it.”

      Ivy talked to her sister for several more minutes before telling her she would call her tomorrow. Her mind was still racing about what she should do about Regina, but it felt more like she would have to give in and introduce them to her son. She never wanted to keep him from having the happiest possible life, and their being a part of him growing up was something Orien would want her to do.

      As she finished getting ready for bed, Ivy knew she needed to give Regina a call. After she had a chance to talk to the woman, she would make a decision on what to do. For now, she would try to sleep on it for another night. Sleep had evaded her the night before, and she was exhausted.

      Knowing she already had a meeting set up with an attorney made her feel better. Once she had the opportunity to talk things through with him, she’d call Regina. The one thing she knew for sure was that she wasn’t going to do anything without talking to a lawyer first. While working something out with Orien’s mother was important, making sure she had a backup plan was at the forefront of her mind.
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      The next day, after getting Danny off to school, she headed to the attorney’s office for her meeting with Marcus Evergreen. Though she was beginning to think she wouldn’t need to hire him, she wanted to make sure she had all her bases covered. If Regina simply wanted to spend time with her grandson, she’d accommodate her to an extent, but if there was anything else on her agenda, Ivy wanted to be prepared.

      As soon as she walked into the office, she was greeted by the receptionist. Ivy quickly told the woman that she had a meeting with Marcus and that he should be expecting her. As the woman went to get the attorney, Ivy looked around the room. It was a small office with a few chairs and old magazines on the table. It looked more like an old-fashioned living room than an office, but it felt like home.

      “Good morning, Miss Young. It’s nice to meet you, though I wish it were under better circumstances. I’m Marcus Evergreen.”

      “Oh, just call me Ivy.”

      “Well, Ivy, I looked over some of our state laws dealing with situations like this, and I’ve also dealt with it a time or two. Can you give me an idea of what you want to do here?”

      She could already tell Marcus was on top of it. He was a charming man with black hair and a clean-shaven face. The man was attractive for his age, but he was already more helpful than she had imagined.

      “I told you about the grandparents wanting to meet their grandson, but I don’t know where I stand legally. I’m curious what they could get out of a custody hearing.”

      “Honestly, they could get grandparents’ rights. It would almost be like split custody, where your son would spend almost half his time with them. It’s even more of a possibility if they have a residence in the area.”

      Ivy sighed. “They are looking for a place around here. I was thinking I should let them start seeing him, but I wanted to keep my options open.”

      “In that case, you’re a very smart woman. I understand you want your son to know his family, but there are consequences of getting too friendly with them.”

      “What do you mean?” Ivy asked.

      “Honestly, if you let them do too much, it’s likely that custody would lean in their direction. It could give them grounds to file their own case against you. From what you told me in your message, your son is seven and hasn’t ever made contact with them. Is that right?”

      “Yes, but it wasn’t like I was keeping him from them.”

      “Oh no, I didn’t assume that, but the law could see it that way. If you let them establish a relationship before a court document lays out the plan of action, it will just open the gates to their rights.”

      Ivy couldn’t believe it. While she thought that letting them get some kind of visitation would be the right thing to do, she now had new doubts. Still, they were Danny’s grandparents, and she wasn’t quite ready to proceed with the case. She wanted to talk to Regina before she made that decision.

      “Is it okay if I think about it?” Ivy asked.

      “Absolutely. I wouldn’t want you to make this kind of decision without giving it some good thought.”

      “I’ll call you later with my answer.”

      “The sooner, the better. Either way, just let me know,” Marcus said.

      “I’ll let you know. I won’t do anything until I’ve talked to you, though. If it comes down to it, I don’t want them to be able to use anything else against me.”

      “That’s good thinking on your part. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      Ivy thanked him and left. Within a few minutes, she was back at the bookstore and opening up for the day. She was starting to feel better about the whole situation. While she knew Danny being able to meet his grandparents would be for the best, she was glad she had taken the time to talk to a lawyer. Marcus gave her some insight that she would have never known otherwise.

      Before she could give Regina a call, the woman walked through the door to her store. Ivy was shocked to see her former mother-in-law, but for a moment, she was glad she had stopped by. As soon as she looked into Regina’s eyes, her heart started to pound. She didn’t look happy with Ivy, and it was plain as day.

      “What the hell are you thinking?” Regina asked.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I know about you going to talk to that lawyer this morning. Do you really think that was a good idea?”

      “I just wanted to know my options after the other night. I told you I would get an attorney, but I was planning on calling you later,” Ivy said.

      “If this is the kind of game you want to play, then we can do that. I’m sure my attorneys will have a field day with this case. You should have just left things alone.”

      Ivy didn’t know how to reply, but the woman turned and walked out before she could say anything. Regina’s rage had left her shaken and unsure of what to do. Suddenly, the conversation with Marcus replayed in her mind. She wasn’t sure before if she should have him file the custody paperwork, but now she had no doubt.

      After giving Marcus a call and telling him to start the process, she stopped short of ending the call. Ivy quickly explained that whatever he needed to do, including looking into their pasts, was fine with her. She ended the call. Standing in the bookstore, she debated with herself about what to do next. The situation was getting out of hand, and she needed to take Danny somewhere safe until things cooled off.

      Deciding that getting out of town, she quickly went through the store and closed up shop. It wasn’t something she did on a normal basis, but her customers would understand. After all, protecting her son and herself was the only thing that mattered at that moment.

      Ivy knew the best course of action would be to get away from town for a few days, at least. Jumping in her car, she headed for the school. Danny was excited to see her and started talking about his day. She could feel his joy rubbing off on her as they pulled into the driveway of their house.

      After helping him through the front door, she called the local pizza shop and ordered dinner for them both. Danny deserved to be spoiled, even if it was with his favorite pizza. The joy of the afternoon started to slip away from her when she thought about the idea of running again. She never had tried to keep Danny from Regina, but she didn’t tell her about him, either. When Orien was murdered in prison, she took off back home. After a quick dinner, Danny took a bath, and she tucked him into bed after reading their nightly story.

      She hated that feeling of needing to run away again, but Ivy knew it was the only thing that would cool things off for everyone. Suddenly, there was a knock at the door. Opening the door, she was staring into the face of Henry. Her heart dropped, but quickly she was overcome with anger.

      “What in the hell do you want, Henry? I told you to stay away from me.”

      Henry smiled. “You’re so cute when you’re angry. Besides, I really just want to talk, Ivy. It’s been too long, and there is so much we need to discuss.”

      “There’s not a damn thing that we need to talk about. You shouldn’t be here. I mean, here at my home, or in my town. Now get out!”

      “I know we never saw everything the same way, but I promise I’m not here to start anything with you. I’m here to help you.”

      Ivy scoffed. “What could you possibly be here to help me with?”

      “I know Regina has something in the works. I’m pretty sure it has to do with Danny, but I’m on your side.”

      Ivy’s world stood still. She didn’t know if she could trust the man, but he had come directly to her. After the last few days, she knew the Regina of old would want some kind of payback for her not letting the woman see her grandson. If anyone could tell her what Regina had planned, it was Henry. She hesitated a moment longer, but her curiosity got the best of her. Knowing Danny was in bed for the night, she decided to invite him in.
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      As she followed Henry back to the living room, she could see by the way he looked around the house that he was judging her way of life. While her home was modest, it suited her perfectly. She never needed the millions of dollars Orien’s family always had because of their line of work. Still, she was nervous about having any conversation with the man, let alone talking about whatever Regina had planned.

      “So, what’s this big plan that Regina has?”

      “Well, it all started when she sought me out. It must have been shortly after you contacted her.”

      “Why would she seek you out about anything?” Ivy asked.

      Henry shrugged. “I’m assuming it’s about Danny, if I’m being honest with you. She asked me to dig up any dirt I could find on you and your family.”

      “I don’t understand why you’re coming to me with any of this. Don’t you run things for them now?”

      “Don’t get it all twisted, Ivy. They still put their two cents in now and then, but I run things now that they are out of the picture. With the way she talked about the whole situation, I think she’s getting ready to take you to court for Danny.”

      Ivy knew after the last conversation with Danny’s grandmother that the woman would try something. Hearing it firsthand took her by surprise, but not in the way she wasn’t already prepared for. She looked down at the floor and then back up at Henry.

      “I appreciate you coming to me about it, but why?”

      Henry chuckled. “Like I said before, I gave Orien my word that I would look out for you. I know seeing me came as a shock, but I promise I’m on your side in all of this. It’s the whole reason I came to Maine.”

      “I’m not worried about her taking me to court,” Ivy replied.

      “I know you’re as hard-headed as they come, but she has a ton of money and all the ties she needs to make this situation a nightmare for you. I just don’t want to see this go bad for you. If she doesn’t get her way, she will come at you and your family with everything she has.”

      Ivy scoffed. “She can try if she wants to, but she’ll be wasting her time.”

      “Maybe so, but she can make life difficult for you.”

      She knew Henry was right, even if they didn’t agree on much outside of that. Regina was the strong arm of the family when she was with Orien. There were times when the woman could make her life unbearable, which was why they had planned on running away. Still, even with the promise made to Henry, she wasn’t sure why he would come to help her.

      “While I’m grateful for the heads up, and you’ve mentioned the promise you made to Orien, I still don’t understand why you would be on my side.”

      Henry sighed. “Promises aside, it’s what he would have wanted. Whatever problems we might have had in the past stayed in the past for me. I’d do anything to make sure you and Danny were safe.”

      Suddenly, Ivy’s mind flashed to her deceased lover. Orien always knew what to do about his mother, even if it took him away from his family. There were days she missed him more than when he was first murdered. Sitting in her living room with the man who was once his best friend caused everything inside of her to ache for the man she loved.

      She hated that he wasn’t there to handle the situation. Whenever Ivy disagreed with Regina, Orien was there to calm the storm. Though now it would seem the storm was coming, and he wasn’t there to calm what was coming next. She would do whatever it took to protect herself and Danny from whatever the woman had planned. There was still something to be said about having a legitimate conversation with Regina. Although she knew the chances of her getting through to her were minimal, it was the only way she could think to quell the incoming reign of terror the former mob boss could bring upon their lives.

      “I can’t thank you enough for bringing this to me,” Ivy said. “It couldn’t have been easy to go against your predecessor’s wishes.”

      “For you and Orien, I’d do whatever I have to in order to ensure your safety. I just wanted to warn you about the things that could be coming. I hope you heed my warning.”

      “Honestly, I know you’re right about her plans. I’m pretty sure she’d do whatever she could to be a part of Danny’s life. Still, it’s her grandson we’re talking about. It would be unwise of me not to at least have a talk with her.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Henry said. “I think she’s past the point of talking.”

      “Well, my gut says differently, and for once, I think I’m going to listen to it. I have a backup plan, but I’m going to talk to Regina before I do anything else.”

      “At least I tried. If there’s anything else I can do to help you out, just let me know. Orien would want me to be here for you, and that offer is always going to stand.”

      Ivy sighed. “I’ve made it this far by going with my gut. I think Regina will understand my position. Or, at least, I hope she does.”

      “I hope that for your sake, too.”

      Ivy thanked the man again and walked him to the door. She was still unsure about what she would say to Regina, but her gut told her the situation could be handled without the courts. As she watched Henry leave, she closed the door behind him and locked the door. No matter what he said, something always told her he couldn’t be trusted.

      She quickly made her way up the stairs to Danny’s room. She hoped a stranger’s voice in their home hadn’t woken him, and when she opened the door to his room, he was still sound asleep. Ivy couldn’t help but stifle a chuckle when she heard the soft snore coming from under the blankets. He was a hard sleeper, just like his father had been.

      Ivy gently closed the door, making sure not to wake the sleeping boy. Danny had been a good baby, and she could remember bragging to her friends that her son slept through the night from the time she brought him home from the hospital. As she thought about the similarities between the man she loved and her son, she couldn’t help but miss her lover.

      They’d barely had a chance to start their life together before he was taken from them both. Regina and Harvey were the only family Danny had left from Orien’s side. Though the chances of them working something out were slim, she couldn’t stand the idea of not coming to some kind of agreement. Regina had been one of the heads of a major mob family in California. Though she knew she could be ruthless, Ivy had to believe she could reason with the woman.

      She walked down the hallway and into her room, thankful the day was coming to an end. She changed her clothes and lay in bed. Ivy thought about her life before Danny. Orien was the love of her life. Not only that, but he was the only man she had ever truly loved. In all the years since his death, she’d never found anyone close in comparison.

      Her thoughts drifted again to Danny’s grandmother and the idea her father had given her. She knew she had made a mistake by letting her surprise and anger get the best of her. Regina deserved to be a part of Danny’s life as much as anyone else. She and Harvey were family to him, and she wasn’t about to be the one who stood in the way of their getting to know each other.

      Ivy started to drift to sleep slowly. While Henry’s words were haunting, she knew believing everything he said would be a mistake. There were reasons she didn’t trust the guy, but what reason would he have to lie to her about something of that magnitude? She quickly shrugged it off and allowed herself to start to fall asleep.

      Knowing what she needed to do and happy at the thought of working things out with Regina outside of a courtroom, it didn’t take long for her to pass out. The stress of the day slowly faded away, and the last thing to run through her mind was Orien’s smiling face. She knew he’d be proud of how she handled things, but she missed him so much.
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      Ivy woke up refreshed. While it wasn’t the most perfect night’s rest, she slept better than she had for days. While nothing had been worked out yet, she knew things were going in a positive direction. Looking over at her clock, she was surprised to see it was still early in the morning. Knowing Danny took his time every morning, she got up and headed to his room. As heavy as her son could sleep, when it came to waking, he was easy.

      She gave a quick tap on his door. “Danny, it’s time to get up and get ready. I’m going to get in the shower, and I expect you up when I get out.”

      There wasn’t a reply, but she wasn’t expecting one. Ivy grabbed a towel from the closet in the hallway and made her way to the bathroom. After a few minutes of letting the water heat up, steam began to roll out from around the shower curtain. As good as the morning was starting off, she couldn’t wait to jump in and feel the hot water hit her body.

      Ivy felt more relaxed than she had in days. The water rushing down her body was invigorating. For her, there was no better feeling than starting her day with a nice, hot shower. She felt good after finally getting some sleep, and the shower made it even better. As she washed her hair, her mind raced with what she should say to Regina.

      While there wasn’t a surefire way to appeal to the woman’s needs, she knew as her son’s grandmother would understand. Regina could be a woman of reason at times. Appealing to that side of her was Ivy’s only chance of making things work between them. Since she had gotten an early start on the day, she let the water cascade down her body for a while longer. She knew it was going to be a good day.

      The moment she turned off the water and got out, she knew Danny must still be asleep. Normally, he’d be running up and down the hall, asking her where his breakfast was. Chuckling to herself when she thought about how comical her son could be, she finished drying off and got dressed.

      “Danny, are you awake yet?” Ivy shouted down the hall.

      Nothing came in response to her shout. Ivy quickly went to his room and opened the door, but he wasn’t in bed. She knew her morning routine had taken longer than it normally would, so she didn’t panic. He just as easily could have gotten himself up and made a bowl of cereal. He was probably sitting in the kitchen, eating it.

      Ivy started down the hallway and to the stairs, but before she reached the top of the staircase, her phone rang. It was somewhat early for anyone to call her, but she smiled when she checked the caller ID. Her sister always had the worst timing.

      “Hey, sis. What are you doing up this early?” Ivy asked.

      Ursula laughed. “Do you think you’re the only one who starts work this early? I’ve got to get up the same as you.”

      “Maybe, but you’re not usually that punctual.”

      “Fair enough. I just wanted to check in with you. I know things have been hectic for you, and I was wondering if you’ve decided what you were going to do yet.”

      “I talked to the lawyer already, but I think I’m going to have that talk with Regina before I push anything forward. You and Dad are right. Danny is their grandson. I think we’re going to be able to work something out.”

      “That’s good to hear. I was hoping you’d agree with us,” Ursula replied. “Do you have any idea what you’re going to say to her?”

      Ivy sighed. “No, but Regina is a smart woman. I’m sure she’s going to understand my position, and we’ll come to an agreement without having to go to court over it all.”

      She had no clue what she was going to say, but she knew she would take the grandparents’ direction with everything. While being in charge of a mob family had made her hard, Regina was still a woman, and Danny was her only link to her son. Orien would want them to know each other, even if he didn’t agree with their past lifestyle.

      Ursula chuckled. “You’re a smart woman, too, Ivy. I’m sure you’ll figure it out, and everything will be fine. We still on for tonight?”

      “Date night with you and Brian? Hell yeah. I’m looking forward to it. I could use some real adult time.”

      “Speaking of dates, I still really feel bad about that blind date. You should let me make that up to you sometime.”

      “Oh, no.” Ivy laughed. “You’ve done more than enough damage on that front. I think I’ll stick to the solo life unless I meet someone on my own, but I don’t see that happening.”

      “I don’t blame you. Just know that if you change your mind, I got you. Even if I set you up with the worst guys.”

      “It wasn’t all bad. I mean, I was nervous when I first got there, but I’m happy about giving it a shot. At least I know I’m able to give something like that a chance. I don’t think I was ready before, but I know I need to put myself out there more.”

      “See, your older sister is good for something.”

      They both laughed and talked for a few minutes. After making sure they were on the same page for the three of them to hang out later in the day, they said their goodbyes. Ivy still hadn’t made her way downstairs to check on Danny, so she made quick work of the staircase and rounded the corner into the kitchen.

      There was no sign of Danny, and it didn’t look like he had been in the kitchen at all. Panic started to take hold of her. It wasn’t like him to just disappear, but she also knew her son liked to play tricks on her. There was one time when he was a few years younger. He had hidden under the sink in the cabinet, and it took her twenty minutes to find him.

      Ivy quickly crossed the kitchen and opened the cabinet, but Danny wasn’t there, either. Now, her heart was starting to race. She began rushing through the house, calling out his name. After checking every closet and every corner, she couldn’t find him anywhere. She made her way to his room and checked under his bed, hoping to find her boy lying underneath it, laughing, but that wasn’t the case.

      He wouldn’t normally go into the basement, but that was the next stop. She made quick use of the stairs and went straight for the basement door. Calling out his name again, there still was no response. Her mind was racing, and her heart was pounding. There was no sign of him anywhere in the house. While they each had their own bathrooms, he would usually use hers. So, with fear and panic starting to overtake her, she rushed to his bathroom to check in there.

      Opening the door, she cried out his name when he wasn’t there. There wasn’t a single reason she could think of that he couldn’t be found. She had already looked everywhere in the house before her mind flashed to Henry and Regina. She didn’t think the woman would go as far as to take him in the middle of the night, but Henry was a man she didn’t have a high amount of trust for.

      Her gut told her something was severely wrong, but before she called the police and claimed he had been kidnapped, she needed to check the back porch. Her son had a mind of his own, and his bicycle had needed to be repaired since the end of the fall. It was possible he had taken it upon himself to check it out.

      Rushing downstairs one more time, she made her way to the back of the house. When she pushed open the door, the first thing she saw was that his bike was still there, but he was nowhere to be found. Instantly, she started to sweat, and a panic attack crept up on her. She screamed his name from the porch, hoping to hear a reply from somewhere nearby. Still, there was nothing. It was quiet, and Ivy was freaking out.

      Her entire body started to shake, and she fell to the floor. Of everything that could have happened to her that morning, Danny being gone was nothing she could have expected. Her hands trembled as she pulled her phone out of her pocket. She could barely work the screen as she dialed the number for the local police department. Her son was missing, and she didn’t even know how long he had been gone.
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      After talking to the emergency operator, it didn’t take long for officers to swarm her home. Ivy could do nothing but watch as they scoured the house for any sign of what had happened. Neither the front door nor the back door had been forced open. The only other items found were in and around Danny’s room.

      Though his room was on the second floor, the wrap-around style porch had a roof that was easily accessible once someone climbed up the terrace. The outside of his window had been pried open using some kind of bar, and after the officers looked through her son’s room, they located a rag doused in chloroform. She couldn’t believe the news she had been told.

      The officer in charge had repeatedly reminded her that there was nothing she could have done, but Ivy didn’t care. In her mind, she should have woken up to the sound of someone breaking into her son’s room. Still, she knew it had to be someone from the family. The small community she lived in never had those kinds of problems. Yet, there she sat, watching the hordes of law enforcement go through every detail of her home.

      Ivy was ready to scream at the top of her lungs. While the initial shock of Danny being kidnapped had yet to wear off, the amount of rage rushing through her was taking over. Whoever was to blame would pay, and she would see to it that they did. She sat in her kitchen, being checked on periodically by officers roaming through her home.

      Her gut told her that Henry or Regina had something to do with it. No matter how much she distrusted the man, it was likely that Regina had taken her son. After the past few days and what Henry had told her, it was the only thing that made sense. Just as the officer in charge told her that they couldn’t do much more than file the report and start the investigation, Ursula walked in, saving the officer from the tongue lashing Ivy was ready to unleash.

      “I’m so sorry this is happening,” Ursula said. “We’re going to figure out where he is.”

      “I might not know where Danny is, but I know Regina had something to do with this,” Ivy growled.

      “Do you have any proof of that?”

      Ivy glared at the officer in charge. His name was Kenneth Grey, and he had been a local cop in the area for years. She knew he had his reasons for questioning her, but it didn’t matter at the time. The sound of his voice and the question itself only fueled the rage inside of her.

      “No, I don’t have any proof. Though, it’s pretty easy to see that she had something to do with it. This town has never had a problem like this until that woman came around.”

      “I promise, we’re going to look into every avenue. With what we’ve found so far, we’re going to be able to do things that we wouldn’t normally be able to do. It’s obvious your son was taken from your home, and we’re going to do everything we can to find him.”

      Ivy was speechless. The nonchalant way Kenneth had brushed her accusations off sent her head spinning. As she started to open her mouth to say something else, her sister put her hand on her shoulder and stopped her. She was glad Ursula had rushed over, along with her parents. While Kendra and Fred could do little more than stand in silence, their presence alone helped calm her in a way no one else could.

      “What are you going to do now?” Ivy asked, gritting her teeth.

      “We’re going to follow every lead we find. If you say Regina had something to do with this, then we’ll talk to her. There’s a process we need to follow here. For now, we don’t know for sure who was involved.”

      “Besides doing your job for you, what else can I do to help?”

      “For now, we need you to stay right here at home. If there’s going to be a call from the kidnapper, we’re going to need you to stay put,” Kenneth said.

      She was still in shock and didn’t reply. Ivy knew if Regina did have something to do with her son being taken that she was going to do most of the looking herself. With the woman’s ties to the mafia and the amount of money she had to go with it, there was no telling how far she would go to cover her tracks. She wasn’t going to wait for the police to figure things out. Ivy would be taking matters into her own hands.

      Nodding in agreement, she watched Officer Grey walk over to another officer before she started a conversation with her family. While she knew they were going to be limited, she and her family would not be. They needed to make a plan, and there wasn’t any time to waste.

      “You know they’re really not going to be able to do much at first, right?” Fred asked.

      “I know, Dad. That’s why I didn’t argue when he said I should stay here. I have no plan of listening to the man.”

      “That’s my girl. So, what are you thinking?”

      “Well, I need you and Mom to work on a door-to-door search just in case I’m wrong about this. If Officer Grey needs a reason to go after Regina, maybe we can find someone who saw something while you’re at it.”

      “We can handle that,” Kendra said. “What are you going to do, honey? Are you going to be all right if we’re not here?”

      “Right now, I’m more angry about it all than anything else. I’ll be fine, but it’s better if I don’t tell you much about what I’m doing.”

      Her parents agreed, and they both wrapped their arms around her. While the contact felt pleasant, she didn’t need to be coddled. Though she knew going to all the neighbor’s houses could be helpful, Ivy didn’t think they would actually get any information. She only wanted to keep her parents busy. She thanked them and promised to let them know as soon as she heard something.

      Ivy had seen enough of the system when she had to deal with the prison system after Orien was murdered. They weren’t very helpful and did even less to actually investigate what went on within their own walls. The police were even less helpful, and Ivy figured they’d have their hands tied with their regulations and rules. It would be up to her to find her son, and that angered her even more. Why was it so hard to get help when it was needed? She knew the system was broken.

      Once her parents were gone and the police had finished their search, she watched the officers pile into their cruisers and back out of the driveway. Knowing they had done almost everything they were going to do, it was even more obvious that she was going to have to take action for herself. Danny’s safety was in her hands.

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” Ursula asked.

      “I think so. Right now, I’m just pissed off. I can’t believe the police aren’t going to do more.”

      “Well, they don’t have a lot to go off of. A busted window and a rag aren’t much in the way of clues.”

      “I know Regina is behind this. Why else would they have come down here?”

      Ursula sighed. “I hate to think that’s the case, but I can’t disagree. I can stick around here and keep an eye on things for you. That way, if a call does come through, someone will still be here.”

      “That would be perfect,” Ivy said, grabbing her keys.

      “Can you tell me where you’re going? I mean, I am putting my own ass on the line by letting you walk out of here.”

      “You’ll be fine. They can’t charge you for something I did when you didn’t even know what I was planning.”

      “Okay. At least tell me since I’m your sister. I’m going to worry if you don’t.”

      “I’m literally just going to clear my head. I need to take a drive and figure out what I need to do next.”

      Ivy hated lying to her sister, but it was the only way to keep her from being charged as an accessory. Ursula nodded and told her to be careful. She gave her sister a hug and headed toward her car. As soon as she made it to the vehicle and started it, there was only one thing on her mind. She wasn’t going to clear her head; she was going to clear up a few things with Danny’s grandmother. The hotel Regina was staying at was just down the road, and that was Ivy’s only destination.
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      Ivy pulled into the hotel after the short trip. She looked around the parking lot, but she didn’t know what vehicle or room they were in. So, she made her way to the check-in desk, hoping the manager could help her. As soon as she took one look at the man behind the counter, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get very far.

      “Can I help you?” the man asked.

      “Yes, please. I was hoping you could tell me what room someone was in.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not legally allowed to disclose that information. Though, if you give me the name of who you’re looking for, I might be able to tell you if they’re still here or not.”

      Ivy smiled. “Sure. I’m looking for a Regina or Harvey James. They should still be here.”

      The young man smiled and typed the names into his computer. After a moment or two, he frowned and shook his head. “It looks like they checked out yesterday, but that’s all I can tell you.”

      “Damn, I was supposed to be here yesterday, but my car broke down. Do you have any idea where they might have been heading?”

      He nodded. “I overheard them talking, but I still can’t tell you anything more than that.”

      She knew the state laws prevented him from telling her what room they were in, but now he was just withholding the information she needed. Ivy could see the man was looking her up and down. So, she decided to use his interest to her benefit. Brushing her hair over her left ear with her hand, she leaned forward a slightly licked her lips.

      “You know that information would really help me out. I work for the Jameses, and I really need to know where they went so I don’t lose my job. I’ve been trying to call them for hours, but there hasn’t been any answer.”

      He sighed but leaned in closer. “Well, I could lose my job if I disclosed any personal information, but you don’t look like the type who would turn me in for something like that. I don’t know for sure where they were heading, but I overheard them talking about a place they bought over on East Main Street when they checked out.”

      “You’re a lifesaver.” She smiled. “Thank you so much.”

      She gave the young man a quick wink as she turned and headed out the door. East Main wasn’t too far from where she was, and she quickly got back into her car and headed in that direction. There was no telling what she would find or which house she would be looking for, but she was only concerned about finding Danny.

      As she pulled down the street the hotel manager had named for her, finding the only house with a for sale sign still in the yard didn’t take long. At the top, where it would normally say available, the sign had been replaced with a sold sign. Ivy knew it had to be the right place. Not too many people moved in and out of her little town.

      The house wasn’t just any local house. The home could have been owned by one of the Hollywood types she used to see in California. The huge home was surrounded by a small wall, with a front gate standing open, but it easily could be locked to keep people out if needed. It looked exactly like the kind of home Regina would purchase.

      Though it was the right type of house the ostentatious couple would have bought, she still wasn’t sure it was the right place. They had a home back in California, and Ivy knew there wouldn’t be any need for a home that big. It was the only lead she had at that moment, so she pulled into the driveway and walked up to the front door.

      Ivy was trying to keep her composure as she reached the door. She didn’t want to lose her cool, but if they wanted a fight over Danny, they were about to get one. Taking a deep breath, she knocked on the door and waited for a response. A moment later, the door slowly opened, and a maid stood in the doorway with a smile plastered on her face. She was an older woman, maybe in her forties. Still trying to keep it together, Ivy forced a smile.

      “Hello. I just saw the sold sign out in the front yard, and I was hoping I could speak to the new owners.”

      “I’m sorry, ma’am, but the owners are still getting the house prepared and moving things around. They aren’t taking any visitors right now. If you’d like, I can take your name and let them know you stopped by.”

      “No, that won’t be necessary. I live down the road and was just hoping to see who my new neighbors were. Are you sure I can’t steal a moment of their time? I’d just like to say hello and introduce myself.”

      The maid scoffed. “Like I said, they’re not taking any visitors.”

      Before Ivy could respond, the woman started to close the door. Without even thinking about it, she quickly stuck her foot in the door. She knew Regina was behind her son being missing, and she wasn’t leaving without answers. Ivy gritted her teeth as she felt the door hit her foot. It hurt like hell, but she didn’t care. Opening the door again, the maid’s smile quickly faded.

      “I’m not going anywhere until I speak with the new owners.”

      “That’s not going to be—”

      Ivy stopped paying attention to the maid as she heard a familiar voice in the background. She couldn’t make out everything the woman was saying, but she could tell the voice belonged to Regina. As the sound started to get closer, she could hear Regina complaining about hard it was to find good help. There was no doubt in her mind that she was in the right place.

      Her heart started to race when she saw the maid turn her head and start to respond to the woman she was looking for.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. James. I tried to get her to leave, but she blocked the door.”

      “If that’s the case, all you have to do is call the police. We won’t tolerate this kind of insolence in our employees. If you can’t do what we hired you to do, then we’ll find someone else who will do the job without—” Regina stopped in her tracks when she saw Ivy standing there.

      Ivy couldn’t contain her anger any longer. The woman had done enough damage in her life, and she wasn’t going to hold back when she laid into the woman. Pushing her way past the maid and directly toward the older woman, Ivy was ready to give her a piece of her mind and find out what she had done with her son.

      “You’re going to tell me what you did with Danny. Where in the hell is my son?”

      Regina looked shocked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ivy. Did something happen to Danny?”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. I want my son back, and I want him back right now. Where is he?”

      “I swear I don’t know where he is. We’ve been here all day trying to get the house ready. Did you call the police? I would call the police if he’s missing. Maybe they can help you find him.”

      Ivy was fuming and looked around the giant entry room. It was written all over the woman’s face that she wasn’t being honest with her. She didn’t care if it took her all day to search the place. She refused to leave without Danny. Storming down the long hallway, she looked in every room she passed by, calling out for her son. She could hear Regina coming up behind her, but she was fueled by rage and the fear of her son’s kidnapping.

      “Danny, it’s Mommy. Come on out if you can hear me.”

      “Ivy, stop with this madness! If you just explain what is going on, maybe I can help you figure it out,” Regina said.

      “I knew I never should have contacted you to meet him. None of this would be happening if I had never sent that message.”

      “What in the hell is going on? Why are you barging into my house like this? I’m really confused right now. If Danny is missing, let us help you find him. We have people we can bring in to help.”

      “Don’t act like you don’t know. I know it was you who came into my house and kidnapped Danny. If you didn’t do it yourself, you had someone do it for you. Now, where in the hell is my son?”
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      Much to her disbelief, Regina looked genuinely shocked. Ivy suddenly felt like she was going to be sick, and the room started to spin. If Regina had nothing to do with Danny being taken, who would want to kidnap her son? The question rang through her mind. Without warning, the woman took out her phone and dialed a number.

      Ivy could barely make out the conversation, but she could tell Regina was on the phone with her husband, Harvey. Though the world around her seemed to continue to spin, she kept moving from room to room, looking for her son. She couldn’t believe she had been so wrong about who was involved. She kept shouting Danny’s name, but there was no response and no sign of him anywhere.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but I think you need to go, Ivy.”

      “I’m not leaving until I find my son.”

      “Look, I’m not telling you to leave because we don’t want to help you. It’s just better for everyone if you’re not here. Go home, and Harvey and I will be over shortly to help you look for Danny. We didn’t have anything to do with him going missing, I promise you that much.”

      “It’s hard for me to believe you after our last conversation. You said I would regret going to get a lawyer, and now I am,” Ivy seethed.

      “I don’t give a damn if you believe me or not. I didn’t take your son. Now, I need you to get the hell out of my house.”

      Ivy ignored her and moved on to the next room. After everything she knew about the woman, Danny could have been hidden anywhere. Regina had already proven that she couldn’t be trusted years before. It wasn’t going to change things now when she claimed to have nothing to do with it. With a renewed surge of panic, Ivy rushed deeper into the house.

      “Danny!” Ivy shouted.

      “Danny’s not here. Now get out of my house before I call the police.”

      “Good. Call the police. Then you can explain to them what you did and tell them where to find my son.”

      “He’s not here, but this is your last warning.”

      She continued her search, not listening to the woman any longer. The house was big enough that when Ivy thought she had reached the last room, there’d be another one. She didn’t know how long she had been searching the house, but there was suddenly a slew of sirens getting closer. A few minutes later, Jim Barnes came walking up to her. Jim was the chief at the precinct and had been in charge for quite a few years.

      “Ivy, I’m going to need you to get off the premises.”

      “I’m not going anywhere until she tells me what the hell she did with my son.”

      “We’ve been made well aware of your son’s kidnapping, and I assure you that everyone is doing everything they can to find him, but this isn’t helping anyone. You need to leave before I have to make you leave.”

      “Chief Barnes, this is my son we’re talking about. I know she had something to do with his kidnapping, and I need to know the truth.”

      Jim sighed. “I know you’re going through a lot, but this isn’t going to fix anything. Now, I’m giving you one last chance to leave the property, or I’m going to have to place you under arrest for trespassing.”

      “Oh, so the big-shot cop can arrest me for trying to find my son. How noble of you.”

      Without hesitating, Barnes pulled his cuffs out and grabbed her wrist. Instantly, she felt him spin her around and push her face against the wall. Ivy had never been arrested before, but the sheer shock of what was happening had her head reeling. She felt the cold steel of the handcuffs pressed against her wrist, and then she heard the clicking as they tightened hard against her skin.

      Ivy started to push back against the much larger man, trying to fight to free herself. Even with the rage fueling her desire to be free from his clutches, it wasn’t enough to break free, and he easily led her down the hallway and out the front door. Faced with the realization of what was coming next, she pulled harder. It was no use. She quietly dropped her chin in defeat as they made their way to the cruiser, and the chief opened the back door.

      It didn’t take the officer long to shove her into the back seat. Her small frame was no match for the obviously well-built man throwing her around like a rag doll. The moment he had her inside the cruiser, he slammed the door. Ivy was enraged. She couldn’t believe that law enforcement would sit on their hands while her son had been kidnapped but not think twice about arresting the mother looking for him.

      Ivy lay back on the seat and tried to kick open the door. She felt like there was nothing that could stop her from getting out to find her son, especially if no one else was going to do anything about it. In her heart, she knew Regina was behind the whole thing. She didn’t want to leave before she got the full story. After a few minutes of fighting with the cruiser, she knew she had been beaten.

      After Jim finished speaking to Regina and the maid, Ivy watched him walk back to the cruiser and get in. She was still furious about the whole situation, but the few minutes she had spent in the backseat of the cruiser had calmed her attitude. She knew the chief was only doing his job, but it didn’t make it any easier to find Danny.

      Jim started pulling out of the driveway, but he didn’t turn in the direction of the station. For a moment, Ivy didn’t understand what was happening, and she started to panic again. After everything she had just pulled at the James’s residence, she thought for sure she was going to jail.

      “Where are you taking me?” Ivy asked.

      “Oh, I see you’ve finally calmed down. Look, I didn’t mean to get so rough with you back there, but you kind of gave me no choice in the matter.”

      She scoffed. “Well, I’m looking for my son, and whether you believe me or not, that woman had something to do with it.”

      “Maybe, but that’s not my place to say she did until there is evidence stating so. I promise you that if you bring us some hard proof of what she’s done, we’ll lock her up and throw away the key. Until then, we need you to stay away from her residence.”

      “If you’re not taking me to jail, then where are we going?”

      Jim sighed. “Luckily for you, Regina isn’t pressing charges. So, I’m taking you back to your house. I suggest you stay there this time before things end up getting really bad for you. I don’t want to have to actually take you to jail, but I won’t have a choice if you pull something like that.”

      Even if the woman wasn’t going to press charges, it just made Ivy think she was more guilty of taking her son. She was already trying to think of what she could do next after Jim dropped her off. There wasn’t much she could remember about the Jameses’ house, but the little she could remember, there wasn’t a single sign of Danny anywhere.

      As her mind rolled through the things she had seen, she suddenly remembered seeing a swimming pool in the back and a small pool house toward the side of the property. If Danny was being held anywhere, it was probably there and not in the main house.

      Ivy wasn’t about to give up looking for her little boy just because the police had threatened her. It was time to make her next move, whether anyone was on her side or not. If the cops weren’t going to help her, then she needed to help herself. She knew she just needed a well-thought-out plan and a good execution to find her son. Those were two things the local law enforcement lacked severely.

      One thing she knew for sure was that she needed to be more careful. Ivy remembered the look in Regina’s eyes when she told her they didn’t have Danny, and there was definitely a hint of her lying within them. The direct approach she had already tried had failed miserably. Now, she’d have to watch her back, knowing the police would be keeping a close eye on her. If Regina was holding her son, it would have to be in the pool house, and she knew it would be a tall order to get in unnoticed. She leaned back in the seat of the cruiser. Playing the “good mother” was going to be her only option until she was back home.
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      In almost the same amount of time it took her to get to Regina’s new house, Jim was pulling the cruiser into her driveway. Ivy was still angry about being put in handcuffs, but she tried to play nice as he removed them. She rubbed her wrists and noticed the marks on her skin. She cursed under her breath as her parents walked out her front door.

      “Thank you for dropping her off back home, Jim,” Fred said.

      “It’s not a problem. I’m just glad I didn’t have to actually take her in. How would it look to the rest of the public if I had to arrest the mother of a missing child? Still, I’m going to need you both to keep an eye on her and make sure she doesn’t leave the house.”

      “Is she under house arrest?”

      “No, nothing like that, but she definitely got lucky that Regina didn’t press charges. She was well within her rights to do so if she really wanted to,” Jim said. “For now, it’s better for everyone if she just stays here and out of the way. Let us do our job and find Danny.”

      “Well, I sure do appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, thanks a lot,” Ivy muttered.

      While her parents continued to talk to the chief, Ivy had enough of the conversation. She was still angry about everything that had happened, including Regina lying to her face. Most of all, she was sick of being treated like a child. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that Danny’s grandmother had something to do with him missing, but she still needed proof. She rushed into her house and straight up the stairs, tears filling her eyes.

      Ivy had no idea where her son was, but she couldn’t get the idea of searching the pool house out of her head. She wanted nothing more than to wrap her arms around her little boy and fall fast asleep. As soon as she reached her bedroom, Ivy threw herself on the bed and covered herself with the blanket. Curling into a ball under the covers, she wept for several minutes.

      She knew she couldn’t give up, and there was no chance she was going to let the woman get away with taking her son. Without a solid plan—other than to search the back house at the James’s new house—she got out of bed and went to the window. Her room was the same as Danny’s in the way that she could just as easily climb out the window and onto the porch roof that wrapped around the house.

      Quickly, she climbed out and onto the roof. A moment later, she was on the ground and running through the backyard. When she reached the end of her property and into the alley, she pulled her phone out. The app was already installed on her phone, but it had rarely been needed in such a small town. She pulled up the rideshare app and waited for the car to show up.

      A few minutes later, she was in the back of a vehicle and heading back to Regina and Harvey’s address. She paid the tab and added extra for the driver dropping her off a block away from their home. Ivy knew she was going to have to be more careful than the direct approach she had already taken.

      She quickly made her way to the back of the property, where she found a tree lined up close to the fence. Climbing up and pulling herself onto a low-hanging branch, it didn’t take much to throw her leg over the edge of the property and drop herself down. Wanting to make sure she wasn’t seen, Ivy ran through the backyard and to the pool house. The door wasn’t as well made as the one on the main house, but it still took her a moment to bypass the lock. Using an old trick, she picked the lock and slipped through the front door.

      Ivy took a deep breath and chuckled at the memory of where she learned to pick locks. It wasn’t a talent she was very proud of, but it was something Orien had taught her years before when they first had started dating. She didn’t know at the time she had met him that his family was in the mob, but he never hid the fact from her, either.

      It was their second date, and Orien’s car had gotten a flat. They were stuck on an old side road next to a vineyard. While he was very mechanically inclined, the spare was also flat, and the towing service said it would be a few hours before they could get out their way. Not wanting to waste their date, he grabbed her hand, and they crossed through the vineyard. The night had started out clear and star-filled, but on the way home, a storm broke through.

      The two had run through the vineyard while the rain continued to fall. They finally found an old shack about a hundred yards onto the property, but the door was locked. At that moment, Orien told her about his family and the things he was a part of, but she was already in love with the man. Ivy watched him as he explained how to pick a lock. She smiled at the memory before moving forward with her search,

      As soon as Ivy pulled herself out of her memories, she looked around the room, and the first thing she saw was Danny’s pajamas lying on the sofa. Her heart skipped, but she was instantly filled with anger. From the moment Regina had started talking to her earlier that day, she knew she was lying.

      Ivy rushed to the pile of clothes. She recognized them as the ones Danny had been wearing the night before when she had tucked him into bed. If his clothes were there, she knew her son couldn’t be far. By the time she made it to the sofa, an alarm had started to go off. She immediately knew there had been motion detectors as part of the security system, and she cursed under her breath.

      Though she had tried to sneak in and out without being noticed, it was too late. She quickly grabbed the pajama top and bottoms and turned to head back the way she came, hoping to escape before she was found. Instantly, she knew it was too late to go out the way she came. Ivy heard a pair of voices headed in her direction. She first heard Regina complaining about the new alarm system, and then Harvey tried to calm her down while he explained that animals could get in and out.

      “I promise I’ll get animal control out here first thing in the morning. I’m sure it’s just an animal that crawled in under the—”

      Harvey stopped in the middle of his sentence when he looked up and saw Ivy standing in front of them. Regina was right behind him, and the look on her face told her everything she needed to know. Guilt was written on both of their faces, and Ivy wasted no time.

      “Now, you have no reason to lie to me. I know you took my son,” Ivy screamed.

      “Now, Ivy, let me explain what’s going on,” Harvey said.

      “Explain what? I was perfectly fine bringing you into Danny’s life. Hell, he deserves to know his grandparents and everything you can teach him about his father. But kidnapping? What in the hell were you thinking?”

      “I know it looks bad,” Regina stuttered. “I swear it’s not what you think it is.”

      “You have no idea what I’m thinking. You kidnapped my son and damn near got me arrested when it should have been you in cuffs. Where in the hell is my child?”

      “I don’t understand. I thought you were screaming at us because you found him.”

      “No, but you’re going to tell me where you have him. Danny is my son, not yours. Now, tell me what you did with him.”

      Ivy recognized the fear in the woman’s eyes immediately. It was the same fear she had felt earlier that morning when she couldn’t find Danny. Her stomach twisted into knots. Before the woman could tell her anything, Ivy knew what she was going to say. Her son wasn’t there, and they didn’t know where he was.

      Harvey sighed. “We have a good reason for doing what we did, but I swear to you that Danny was just here a few minutes ago. If you don’t have him now, we don’t know where he is.”

      “I-I don’t believe you,” Ivy stammered. “You already lied to the cops and me today. Why should I believe you now?”

      “You had a feeling before,” Harvey said. “Now, you know we took him. We have no reason to lie again.”

      “I wish we were lying,” Regina said, freaking out. “Where is he?”
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      Ivy still had no intention of believing anything the woman had to say. She had lied to her once before about her son, and now there was no reason to think she wasn’t doing the same. She glared at Regina but saw nothing but a true look of fear in Regina’s eyes.

      “Where is my son, Regina?”

      “I swear we have no idea where he is. When we were in here just a few minutes ago, he was still here. I admit we took him, but we knew we had screwed up when we saw how frantic you were this morning.”

      “You didn’t think it was a mistake when you took him in the first place? If you don’t have him here, then where is he?”

      “I-I don’t know, Ivy. I swear.”

      Tears started to swell in the woman’s eyes, and Ivy thought for a moment that she was telling the truth. She still didn’t understand what could have happened if Danny wasn’t there with them. Nothing was making sense now that she had proof that Regina had kidnapped her little boy.

      As she was trying to collect her thoughts and figure out what was going on, several cruisers with their sirens on pulled into the driveway. Their radios sparked to life, and she heard Jim telling someone over the radio that he was on the scene. Before the man could say a word, Ivy was in his face, showing him the pajamas she had found in the pool house.

      “Okay, that’s the proof we needed on these two, but where is Danny now?” Jim asked.

      “Regina says she doesn’t know, but I don’t believe her for a minute after the way she lied about everything earlier.”

      “Regina, what do you have to say?”

      “We were planning to return him to Ivy, but when the alarm went off, we came in to find her here. I honestly don’t know where he is now.”

      “Where is my son?” Ivy screamed.

      “He was right here when we left. There’s no reason he shouldn’t still be here. We didn’t mistreat him or anything. We just thought he should know his grandparents.”

      Ivy’s head was spinning. A large part of her was still angry with the woman. She had no right to come into her home and take her child, but something in the woman’s voice told her she was telling the truth. While Regina could be a lying scumbag most of the time, Ivy was starting to think she really didn’t know where Danny was.

      There were conversations taking place all around her. The banter kept her from being able to focus on any single topic. The one thing Ivy knew for sure was that her son was missing, and no one seemed to know where he could be. As she started to hear Regina start to explain to the officers that she had taken Danny again, anger swelled up inside of her.

      “I want them arrested for kidnapping Danny. Throw both their asses in jail.”

      Jim sighed. “You didn’t think we’d just let them off with a warning, did you?”

      “With how you’ve been running the investigation into my son’s kidnapping so far, I don’t know what in the hell you’re planning.”

      “Honestly, they made a mistake. Are you sure you want them to go to jail? It sounds like they only wanted to spend some time with their grandkid.”

      “I don’t care what it sounds like. They broke into my house and took Danny while I slept. No matter how you look at it, they kidnapped my child.”

      “That’s not how I meant it, but if you’re sure you want to press charges, I’ll have them taken in and start the process.”

      Ivy nodded and watched as Jim instructed his other officers to take the couple in. She couldn’t help but feel vindicated in thinking Regina had been involved. Though she wasn’t sure at first, there was proof now. The problem was that Danny was still missing, and there was no telling where he could be.

      She glanced behind her when she heard another voice she recognized. It took her by surprise when she saw Henry standing with another officer. Although she didn’t trust the man before, he had tried to warn her that Regina was up to something. As she watched how he interacted with the officers, Regina and Harvey were put into a patrol car behind him. Ivy could only hope they would give up her son’s location before things got worse for them.

      “The police won’t really tell me what is going on,” Henry said as he approached. “Will you explain why Regina and Harvey are being taken away from here in handcuffs?”

      “You tried to tell me they were up to something, but I thought she would just take me to court. Instead, she snuck into my house last night and kidnapped my son.”

      “Oh, my God. I’m sorry they did something like that. Is Danny all right now?”

      “I don’t know. Regina said they were going to bring him back after she realized their mistake, but now they’re telling me they don’t know where he is. I don’t know what to do.”

      “Well, I promise you’re making the right choice with those two,” Henry said. “They should be thrown in jail and answer for this. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      The man continued to surprise her. She couldn’t believe he agreed with the plan to have them taken to jail, especially after everything the James family had done for him. Henry still couldn’t be trusted, but Ivy was starting to think she was wrong about that. He had done nothing but support her and warn her about things to come.

      Still, he had a long way to go to make up for the things he’d shown her in the past. For now, though, Danny was still missing, and she needed to find him. It wouldn’t have been like him to try to leave the small pool house on his own. It didn’t matter if he was in an unfamiliar place or not. Ivy knew he would stay put until he was rescued.

      “I don’t know what to do now,” Ivy said. “When I found Danny’s clothes, I thought it was all over.”

      “I wouldn’t panic about anything yet. He could have tried to run since he was somewhere he never had been before.”

      “He wouldn’t do something like that. Plus, even though Regina went out of her way to kidnap my son, she wouldn’t mistreat him in any way.”

      “That doesn’t mean he wasn’t scared. He didn’t know these people. I bet he found a way out and ran. I’m sure the police will find him down the road somewhere soon.”

      Ivy sighed. “I hope it’s that easy.”

      “If not, I will help you in any way I can. All you have to do is say the word, and I’ll have people scouring the entire town for any sign of him.”

      She just shrugged and dropped her head. Danny had only been missing a short time, but she already missed him. Not knowing what he could be going through or where he could even be sent a shiver down her spine. Henry offered to use his wealth in the mob to help her find her son, and though she was grateful, she was lost in the ongoings of the police piling onto the property.

      Ivy saw a group of techs walking through the yard, and she knew they would be dusting the place for prints. What they would find, she didn’t know. The only thing she could think about was locating her son. She barely heard Jim telling her that her presence was no longer required but that she should head back home until they found something and called her with news.

      Henry put his hand on her shoulder, and she jumped. She pulled away and turned to glare at him. Her face softened the moment she realized it was him and not one of the other officers roaming the grounds.

      “I don’t know what to do, Henry.”

      “Honestly, I know you don’t want to hear it, but I think you should do what the police are telling you to do. There’s nothing you can do here.”

      “I have to find Danny. I need to know where my son is.”

      Henry sighed. “We will, I promise. I’ll use every contact and ounce of power I have to help you, but we need to get you home. How did you get here?”

      “I called a rideshare.”

      “Let me give you a ride back to the house, okay?”

      Ivy could only nod in agreement. The fear gripping her mind was more than she could handle, and she needed to find Danny before something worse could happen to him.
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      By the time Henry had driven her back home, her family, along with her sister, Ursula, were already hard at work. Her friend told her they had set up a call center and a hotline where people could call in their tips. Ivy was amazed by how fast they had put everything together, but she wasn’t surprised. Her parents and Ursula were smart people who could handle the largest tasks.

      “We heard the police were called over at the James’s new place,” Ursula said.

      “Yeah, they were. I couldn’t get it out of my head that Regina was involved somehow. When I snuck onto the property and into the pool house, I found Danny’s clothes from last night.”

      “So, she did take him?”

      “Yeah, but he’s no longer there. Regina and Harvey were hauled off to jail, but they were adamant they were going to bring him back, and now he’s gone.”

      “What are you going to do now? I mean, she was your only lead before. Now I don’t know what to think.”

      “That’s where I’m at, too. Is there anywhere I can take a minute to think? I’ve got to figure this all out.”

      Ursula pointed to the kitchen, and Ivy walked in that direction. Her head was spinning, and she needed to sort out any ideas she could think of. Regina could be coldhearted at times, but would she really lie about Danny being missing from her house, too? She was starting to believe the woman had just made a poor choice and something else was going on.

      Suddenly, her phone started to ring. With everything happening so quickly, she expected the call to be coming from the police department, but it was an unlisted number calling. Panic set in when she remembered the officers telling her to expect a call from the kidnappers. Taking a deep breath and trying to stay calm, Ivy answered the phone.

      At first, she didn’t hear anything on the other end of the line. “Hello, is anyone there?”

      There was still no response, and her heart started to race. She spoke into the phone several more times, but there was only breathing on the other end. Ivy didn’t know what to do, but she continued to panic more and more. Was someone trying to play games with her? Was it the kidnapper? She still didn’t know. As she started to hear the person on the other end start to breathe heavily, she grew enraged.

      “Who in the hell is this? You need to answer me right now.”

      “Ivy,” the man’s voice whispered.

      Instantly, the line went dead. She didn’t know how to feel about the call. Ivy normally wouldn’t answer unknown phone calls, but with Danny missing, she had made the exception. Now she was even more lost. She quickly tapped on the screen of her phone and pulled up the call log. When she saw the ID was still unknown, her heart dropped. There was something inside of her saying that none of it was even real, but he was still gone. As she replayed the voice in her mind, her body went numb.

      Something in the man’s voice, as softly as he had spoken, still sounded familiar. Ivy knew it couldn’t have been real, but the voice she heard sounded like Danny’s father. It couldn’t have been possible, though. Orien had been dead for more than seven years. Still, it didn’t keep her from thinking it was him.

      Ivy set her phone on the counter and stared at it, knowing she was wrong. It couldn’t be Orien, but she was reeling from the call. The sound of his voice lingered in her mind until she heard someone stepping through the doorway into the kitchen. When she looked up to see who was coming in, she was grateful it was her sister.

      “Oh, no. You look like you need a hug. I promise we’re going to figure out what happened to Danny. We’re going to get him back, and everything is going to be okay.”

      Ivy nodded and fell into her sister’s arms. She didn’t feel the need to explain the phone call to her sister when there wasn’t anything to tell her. It couldn’t have been the voice she thought she’d heard, and finding her son was what she needed to focus on. Pushing the call from her mind, she pulled away from Ursula.

      “I know we’re going to find him, but I need a place to start.”

      “Well, we’re still taking calls on the hotline, but nothing has been solid so far.”

      “I meant to thank you for helping set everything up, but it slipped my mind. I am grateful for all of you.”

      “Oh, honey. We’re going to do everything we can to get him home. He’s family. Danny is going to be all right. You wait and see.”

      “I can’t just sit around, waiting for the police to do something. It’s not like they’re going out of their way to get the job done.”

      “I know, but they’re doing the best they can. Are they still collecting evidence at Regina’s?”

      Ivy sighed. “I don’t know, but they were getting started just before I left.”

      “Good. See, they’re doing something. It might not be as fast as you’d like, but they are on the scene. Hopefully, they can pull a print or something that will tell us what happened to him. We’ve set up a social media platform, and we have his picture out everywhere on the internet.”

      Ivy nodded. While she was happy her family was taking a large role in finding Danny, she knew she needed to do more than that. There was no chance they’d find her son by sitting around, playing on the internet, no matter how important getting his image out could be.

      “I can’t sit here and do the same things you are already taking care of. Danny needs something more than that, and I don’t think we’re going to find him with the help of the police alone.”

      Ursula sighed. “I don’t know what else we can do. We have nothing to go off of, even if we know Regina took him first. Is there anyone you can think of that would go against them or want to hurt her?”

      “I can imagine that’s probably a pretty long list. The way she ran the family was with an iron fist.”

      “Well, maybe we can look into some of that family history and see if anyone stands out to you.”

      “It’s possible, but I don’t think I’d be able to remember many of their names. Besides, it’s not like I actually know anything they were into,” Ivy said.

      “It’s worth a shot. Do you think we could get anything from someone else?”

      “Henry offered to help, but I still don’t know if I should do that yet.”

      The two of them stood in silence, trying to come up with their next move. She knew she’d need more help in tracking down her son’s kidnapper. Ivy hadn’t been a part of Orien’s family ties, but she still knew several of the people he had been acquainted with in his past. As she tried to think of anyone who could be of help to her, only one name kept coming to mind.

      Ivy knew if anyone could help her find Danny, Hillary Ivan would be the one who could do it. She knew the woman had retired years before, but there was a chance she’d be willing to come out of retirement to help her. Her old friend had a soft spot for kids and money. Plus, they were close at one time.

      She remembered the stories Orien would tell about the woman when they were dating. According to the stories he had repeated to her, Hillary could track anyone down. She had worked for the mob for years. Though it wasn’t known how large a part she played in the family, it never took her long to find anyone.

      Some of the stories were about people who had gone into hiding or made a deal with the government. Even the witness protection program offered by the government couldn’t keep her from tracking them down. In one instance, the mob had been looking for an informant for years. Why they didn’t give the job to Hilary immediately, she didn’t know. The woman had made a name for herself by locating someone anywhere and anytime.

      Hillary had only retired so she could settle down. During the time since then, she and Ivy had become good friends. It had been a while since she had been in contact with her. She still had the woman’s number on her phone. She wasn’t sure if her friend would help, but if there was anyone who would could find Danny, it would be Hillary.
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      Ivy picked her phone up off the counter and scrolled through her contacts. As soon as she reached her friend’s name on the list, she paused. From the first time they had met, they had clicked. The relationship grew from there. It didn’t cross her mind through the years as to what the woman finding people actually meant to the mob. Ivy only knew her as a friend with whom she had grown a great friendship.

      They had stayed in touch over the years, but it had been a while since the last time she had any contact with Hillary. Not that it meant they had grown apart, but Ivy’s life had been busy. She took a deep breath and called the number. After just a few rings, the friendly voice she remembered came through the other end.

      “Ivy Young, it’s been a while. I was wondering if you’d call me,” Hillary said.

      “I guess you’ve seen everything about Danny?”

      “Unfortunately, I’ve seen it all over the internet. I’m glad you reached out to me. I was starting to wonder if I’d made a mistake.”

      “What mistake would that be?” Ivy asked.

      “Oh, you know me. As soon as I saw what happened out there, I jumped on the first flight to help you. I should be there in a couple of hours.”

      Ivy chuckled. “That’s definitely not a mistake. I could use your help to track him down. Regina took him first, but he was taken from her place, and we don’t have any leads right now.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t worry about that side of things. Let me handle the leads. Right now, I need you to focus on getting me all the information from the local law enforcement.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “If I know anything about the police, they’d rather do anything other than their job. I’ll handle communication with them when I get there. You don’t need to worry about them when your son is out there somewhere.”

      “You know, when I first heard about what you did back in the day, I hoped I never had to use your special talents. Now, I’m grateful for you in ways you’ll never know.”

      Hillary laughed. “I think there comes a time in everyone’s life when they need someone like me. I promise we’re going to find him. No matter what it takes, I’m going to help you figure this out.”

      “I knew if there was anyone that could, it would be you. Whatever it costs, I’ll pay it.”

      “Oh, Ivy, when will you learn? You’re almost like family to me. I’m not charging you a dime. Besides, when it comes to kids, I just want to make sure they get home safe and make the bastards pay.”

      “Thank you, Hilary. I guess I’ll catch you in a few hours when your plane gets here.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. We have a lot of work to do to find Danny, but I have a head start. Just get that information to me, and I’ll see you soon.”

      Ivy ended the call and felt a rush of relief. The local law enforcement hadn’t been any help up to that point, and she was glad her friend was already on her way there. Had the police done more of their job, rather than trying to arrest her and talk her out of sending Regina and Harvey to jail, she would have had more trust in them. As it stood, she knew it would be up to her, her family, and Hillary to find Danny now.

      Suddenly, she remembered how eccentric Hillary could be. It would be a lot for her family to deal with, and she knew she needed to warn them she was coming. She chuckled to herself as she made her way into the living room. They wouldn’t be happy with her bringing in an outsider, but it was the only way they would bring her son home safely.

      She quickly gathered the family together and sat down with them. The circle of confused faces would have been amusing under other circumstances, but Ivy couldn’t bring a smile to her face.

      “I want you all to know how thankful I am for everything you’ve been doing. I know we’re going to find Danny and bring him home safe and sound. Though I need to tell you that I’ve called in a professional to help us out.”

      Kendra sighed. “Oh, honey. I think we should just let Jim and the rest of the police do their job. They’re better equipped to handle something like this.”

      “I have to agree with your mother. I think we let them do their jobs. It’s the best way to go about this,” Fred said.

      Ivy wasn’t surprised by their response. Her parents had been long-term members of the community, and they were old-school in a lot of ways. They grew up in a time when police actually wanted to protect and serve. Now, with all the new laws and regulations tying their hands, she knew the best thing for her son would be for Hillary to jump on board.

      “Look, I’m letting them do their job, but time is of the essence.”

      “Which is exactly why we should just let them handle this,” Kendra replied.

      “The only thing they’ve done so far is throw cuffs on me for looking for my son, and then they tried to talk me out of pressing charges against the people who took him. They might be able to help a little, but right now, I need to focus on getting Danny back.”

      “We don’t even have a place to start now that he was taken from Regina. What if they want a ransom?” Fred asked.

      “If that’s the case, then it’s even better that I’m bringing a professional in on this. Hilary is going to handle the law enforcement side of things as well. She should be here in the next couple of hours, and then we can get a game plan.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Kendra asked. “We don’t even know who would want to take Danny at this point.”

      “I know, but there’s no one better than Hillary at finding people. I trust her, and you should, too. Besides, don’t you think we should have as much help as we can get?”

      Kendra sighed. “You’re right, but I just don’t know what good it’s going to do without any leads to follow.”

      “The only thing I know right now is that Hillary is the best at what she does. Having her eyes on this is going to guarantee we have a chance of finding him before anything else happens. We’re already running out of time, and I’m not going to sit around and wait to see what the cops might find.”

      While she hadn’t been surprised by her parents’ reaction, she looked on in shock when they got up and started to storm out. She loved her mom and dad, but finding her son was more important than making them happy.

      Kendra scoffed. “You know, we’ll help you with anything to find Danny. He’s our grandson, and we love him in every way. The one thing we’re not going to do is to go against what Jim wants to do. We trust him.”

      “Where are you going?” Ivy asked.

      “We’ll do our part from home. If we get anything of use, we’ll let you know,” Fred said. “Your mother and I love you very much. We’re not giving up, but we’re going to do what Jim asked us to, and that’s taking leads from the tip line.”

      Ivy knew they’d want her to put her trust in Jim, but the idea they had that Jim could handle everything just ignited the anger inside of her. She watched as they put on their coats and left the house. She hoped they were right and the police would figure it out, but she doubted that would be the case. That was the whole reason she felt relieved that Hillary was on her way.

      She quickly turned to her sister, who just shrugged and gave her a smile. Ivy was glad Ursula was on her side, though she was sure she’d walk out with their parents. When she stood up and prepared to leave, too, Ivy thought she could have been wrong.

      “Are you going to leave me here, too?”

      Ursula chuckled. “Oh, you know how Mom and Dad can be. Set in their ways for the rest of time. They’ll come around. I promise I’ll stop back by in a little while.”

      “I just can’t believe they think Jim is going to figure this all out. He’s never dealt with anything like this before.”

      “You just have to remember they’ve known him a long time. Just let them help in their own way. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Ivy nodded and gave her sister one final embrace.
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      Ivy was sitting in her house alone after her parents rushed out, and Ursula followed shortly after. She knew her parents would be upset with her reasons for not wanting to follow what the police wanted her to do, but it was a chance she had to take for the sake of her son. Shortly after she had sent the local law enforcement information to Hillary, she tried to think of something to keep herself busy until her friend arrived. Suddenly, her mind flashed back to the strange call she had received. While the only word spoken over the phone was her own name, she still could swear the voice was somehow familiar.

      She glanced at the call log on her phone and wondered if there was a way to reverse look up her history. Ivy spent a few minutes trying to do some research online but kept coming up empty-handed. A dozen sites offered the service with a payment, but after reading several of the reviews, she knew they were all scams. It would have been helpful if she’d had a number to look up.

      Her only other option was to call her service provider for help. Dialing the number, she waited on hold for more than thirty minutes before a representative answered and offered to help. Though, even on their end, there wasn’t anything that could be done. The man on the other end of the line tried several ways to trace the number but kept coming up empty. She thanked him and ended the call.

      “Dammit,” she muttered.

      Just as she was about to give up on the whole process of tracking down the caller, her phone rang again with the same unknown caller flashing across the screen of her phone. Ivy took a deep breath and answered the call. Within moments, she heard the same breathing as before, and her heart started to race. Nothing was being said, and she quickly started to wonder if it was some sort of prank.

      “I don’t know who this is, but if this is the person who kidnapped my son, I want to know what you’ve done with him. Is Danny okay?” Ivy demanded.

      There was still nothing but heavy breathing on the other end of the line. Now, instead of concern, she was growing more irritated. Whoever was trying to play games with her was doing a grand job of pissing her off.

      “Where’s my damn son, you bastard?” she shouted.

      Only silence filled the phone. She was ready to cuss them out when the line went dead. Rage flowed through her entire body. If it was the kidnapper, why weren’t they telling her anything or, at the very least, demanding something in return for her little boy? Ivy had spent more than an hour trying to figure out where the call had come from but came up empty. She knew there wasn’t going to be any way she’d figure it out on her own.

      Ivy was going to need assistance with the caller. Whether it was the kidnapper didn’t even matter to her at that moment. She was tired of the games and wanted to do something about it. The only other person she figured could help her figure it out was Hillary, and she was already on the way. Still, she pulled up the woman’s contact information and got ready to place the call. Just as she went to push the button, her phone rang. She didn’t bother to wait for the caller ID to pop up when she answered angrily.

      “Who in the hell is this?” Ivy screamed into the phone. “I’m not going to play these games any longer. You either tell me who you are, or I’m calling the police.”

      “M-Mommy,” Danny stammered.

      Ivy’s heart stopped beating for a moment. She would recognize her son’s voice anywhere, and she stood in the kitchen, frozen. She tensed and tried to collect herself before saying anything more. “Oh, my God. Danny, are you okay?”

      “Mommy, I want to come home.”

      She didn’t hear him say anything more, but she could tell he was scared and he was crying. Ivy was instantly shaken by the fearfulness in his voice. The only thing she wanted more than having him home with her was to hold her sweet child in her arms and promise him everything would be all right. Before she could say anything more, she heard the phone being handed to someone else and the sound of her son’s cry getting farther away.

      “What in the hell do you want from me?” Ivy screamed. “Give me my son back.”

      “Oh, no. It’s not going to be that easy. I’ve got some demands that need to be met before you ever see your son again,” the voice said.

      It would be impossible for her to recognize the voice on the other end, as it was distorted somehow. She’d heard stories of people getting apps on their phones that could synthesize voices and make the person on the other end sound like something else, but this one just distorted the person’s voice until she could barely understand what they were saying.

      “Wh-what do you want from me? My son doesn’t deserve to be kept away from his family. Just let him go, and I’ll do whatever you want me to.”

      “Good. I’m glad you’re so understanding. Now, I’m going to make this as simple as I possibly can. I want money. That’s the endgame. You follow my instructions to the letter, and you just might get to keep your son alive.”

      “Okay,” Ivy stammered. “Tell me what I have to do. Just don’t hurt him.”

      “You have twenty-four hours to do what I tell you to do. I want eight million dollars in cash. I want them in medium to large bills, unmarked. None of those dye packs, either. You’ll only get your son back in one piece once I’ve been assured the cash is delivered and nothing can be traced back to me.”

      “Are you kidding me? I don’t have that kind of money; I own a bookstore.”

      “Don’t play games with me, or I won’t hesitate to kill your son. You might not have that kind of money, but you know people who do.”

      “You mean the Jameses?”

      “Bingo. We have a winner,” the distorted voice said. “They’re loaded down with more money than anyone should have. Now, you get them to pull the money out. I’m sure they’ll comply when you tell them it’s for a good cause.”

      “Okay, but what if they don’t want to give up that kind of cash?” Ivy asked.

      “Well, then, I guess you better talk them into it if you ever want to see Danny alive again. I won’t hesitate to take his life. Get the money before the twenty-four hours run out and no cops. If I smell a pig anywhere near this, I’ll kill him or not. Maybe I can get the money from selling him on the black market. I’m pretty sure he could pull top dollar. He’s a cute kid.”

      Ivy’s stomach turned. She had heard stories of the black market before, and nothing good would come from that. While she wasn’t sure what kind of money the Jameses actually had, she knew they were loaded. Anger washed over her again as she thought about the position that Regina had put her in by taking Danny in the first place. Her mind was racing when she tried to push it away and focus on the caller on the other end of the call.

      “I can’t come up with the money, and I doubt they’re going to finance eight million dollars for a kidnapping. Why don’t you let him go? He’s just a kid.”

      “Oh, I think they better talk them into it. You’re not going to like the consequences of not following my instructions. Twenty-four hours and not a minute more.”

      Before she could argue any further, the line went dead. Ivy dropped to the floor in tears. While she knew her son was a strong boy, the pain he was going through was evident in the short time she was able to hear his voice. She wanted the kidnapper to pay for taking her son, but they had ensured she’d be busy by requesting the amount of cash they had.

      Though she was shaken to the core, she knew pleading with Regina and Harvey was her only hope. Ivy knew they were still being held at the local station, and she didn’t have any time to waste. She was angry with Regina and the kidnapper, but at that moment, she needed to focus on doing anything she could to get Danny home safely. She quickly grabbed her keys and headed out the door.
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      As Ivy headed to the police station, she thought about everything happening. She couldn’t believe what was happening, and she blamed herself. Even though she had tried her best to raise Danny on her own, it was her fault Regina was in her life. Her son wouldn’t have been taken if she had never let the woman into their lives. The ridiculous amount of money the kidnapper was requesting only solidified in her mind that Regina was still to blame, and now she had no choice but to ask the woman and her husband for help.

      It sickened her to think about her son being alone and scared. While worried about his safety, she knew she had to do whatever it took to get Danny home. Tears started to fall as she thought about it all. Her mind immediately went to the memory of the love of her life. Orien would know what to do, but he was long gone, and she was all alone to deal with it all. If he had been there, none of it would have been happening.

      A few minutes later, she was pulling into the police department. While she wasn’t sure what to expect when she walked through the door, Ivy knew she needed to collect herself before she did. She pulled down the visor and wiped the tears from her eyes. As hard as it was for her to ask for help, she had no other choice. Eight million was more than she’d see in her lifetime, and she only had twenty-four hours to collect it.

      From the moment she got out of the car, she knew she’d not only have to face Regina and Harvey, but she’d also have to deal with Jim and the other officers. Making short work of the walk to the door, she opened the entrance and walked through the jail side entrance. Instantly, Jim caught her walking in and stopped her in her tracks.

      “What do you think you’re doing here, Ivy? I thought I told you to stay at home until we heard something. You definitely shouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Well, with everything going on and all the time I’ve been spending at the house alone, I’ve had a lot of time to think about everything. I don’t think I’m going to press charges on Regina and Harvey after all.”

      Jim scoffed. “Yeah, right. I tried to tell you it was a bad idea to charge them in the first place. What happened that made you change your mind?”

      “Like I said, I’ve got more than enough on my plate as it is. I think it would be better if they were out with me to help me find Danny, that’s all. After all, they are his grandparents. I think I just overreacted when I found out they had taken him.”

      “I’m glad you came to your senses, but are you sure about it this time?”

      Ivy knew he was suspicious from the start, and she didn’t like the idea of lying to him, but she had no other choice. She needed Regina’s help to get her son back, and there was no way they could help her if they were still in jail. While part of her honestly wanted them to be there for Danny, she was still angry with the couple. Though none of that mattered at that moment.

      “I’m here to drop the charges and bail them out if I have to. I’m sure about this. Danny is going to need all the family he can get when we find him,” Ivy said. “We need all the help we can get to do that.”

      Jim sighed. “You’re right about that, Ivy. You stay right here until I get back. I’m going to get them. They’re going to be happy to hear they’re getting out of here. I can assure you of that much.”

      Ivy forced a smile as Jim continued to watch her. She could tell he was still suspicious about the whole thing, but there wasn’t anything he could do but comply with her wishes. He turned and walked back through the locked door leading to the jail. She couldn’t believe she was there to let them off the hook, but for the couple, eight million would be a small price to pay to stay out of jail.

      It took about half an hour to drop the charges. Getting them out required a phone call to a prosecutor and a judge’s order to be sent over, but with Danny’s kidnapping being the highest of priorities within the small town, no one else blinked an eye. Regina and Harvey looked amazed when they walked through the door and saw Ivy waiting for them, but they both dropped their heads and followed her out.

      Ivy knew better than to say anything at the station, where the ears of every officer could possibly overhear them. They made the short walk to her car in silence. She couldn’t help but wonder what was going through their minds as they walked. After the way they had taken Danny, she was still more than angry with the pair.

      “What’s going on?” Regina asked.

      “Just get in the car and be happy I’m getting you out of there. This is far from over,” Ivy replied.

      The couple hesitated for a moment, but they each got in the car and closed their doors. Ivy was still fuming, and it was worse being in the car with the couple that had taken her son. She still didn’t know how they would react to the idea of having to give up eight million dollars for her son to be returned safely, but she wasn’t ready to speak yet.

      Though none of them spoke the entire trip back to the house, she caught a glimpse of each of their faces several times. It was easy to see how bad they felt about what they had done, but her mercy came at a price, and she knew it. Before long, they pulled into the driveway and made their way inside. As soon as they were in the house, she sat them down and took a deep breath.

      “I don’t like the way you took Danny, and if it was really up to me, I’d have left you both sitting in that jail cell to rot. You had no right to come into my house and take my son.”

      “We know, Ivy. We can’t apologize enough for what we did, but I hope you’ll give us the chance to make it up to the both of you,” Regina said.

      “What do you mean, if it was up to you? If you didn’t want us out, then why did you drop the charges?” Harvey asked.

      “The kidnappers called me just a little while ago. They asked for an amount of money that I can’t give them, but they knew about you both. I had no choice but to get you out of there without telling the police about the call because they threatened to kill Danny if I said anything to them.”

      “I’m so sorry we’ve gotten you into this,” Regina wept. “Whatever you need to get him back, we’ll get it.”

      “It’s eight million in cash, medium to large bills, and unmarked.”

      “We’ll get it for you right away. We never meant for anything like this to happen to Danny. We really only wanted to spend some time with him, and after our conversation, I thought you were taking that opportunity away. We messed up, and I’m very sorry about it all.”

      There was a feeling of relief that came over Ivy. While she wasn’t sure what to expect from telling the couple about the call, she was glad they were willing to do whatever it took to get Danny back home. Part of her knew they were different people than she remembered from years before. There were stories she had heard about how ruthless the couple could be, but now they were willing to drop anything for her and her son.

      It would still be an uphill road for her ever to trust Regina. She knew they weren’t the terrible people she first believed them to be. Now, she felt entirely different about them. She took a deep breath and sighed. They still had time to get the money, and her son would be home soon.

      “Thank you for doing this,” Ivy said.

      “I know we’ve had our differences, and Harvey and I have made mistakes. I just want to try to make things right. He’s our grandson.”

      Ivy nodded. Their words sank into her mind and heart. She knew they wanted to do right by Danny, and she was grateful. Suddenly, her phone chimed, and she pulled it out to check the message. Hillary’s flight had landed.
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      Ivy had messaged her friend to meet them at the Jameses’s mansion. She knew Regina and Harvey loved Hillary. She had been a huge part of the empire they had built, and they were already trying to get the ransom money together. With all four of them working together, Ivy was starting to feel a little less pressure. She had driven herself and the couple back to their home. It was easier for them, and she didn’t feel like being home without her son being there.

      Danny was all the group was focused on, and Ivy knew they were going to get her son back home safely. She couldn’t wait to have him in her arms again. Time seemed to be flying by as Regina made call after call, trying to pull the funds together.

      “How’s it going?” Ivy asked.

      “We’ll have it all together within the time frame, but it’s going to wipe out our coffers. Trust me when I tell you that we don’t give a damn about that money if it brings Danny home,” Regina said.

      “I’m sorry about everything.”

      “Honey, you don’t need to apologize for anything. We know why you took off the way you did when Orien died. If it wasn’t for us taking Danny, he might not have been taken at all. I’m sorry we got you into this and the part we played in his being taken again.”

      Ivy knew she meant it, and she was starting to feel much better about getting them out of jail. There was still a lot of work that needed to be done to repair the relationship between them, but they were off to a good start. She was pulled from her thoughts by a knocking at the door, and Ivy grinned. Hillary was there, and they were inching closer to getting Danny back.

      Not wanting to take any time away from Regina and Harvey, she made her way to the front door, anxious to see the friend she hadn’t seen in person for years. As soon as she pulled open the door, her smile faded. It wasn’t the woman she had expected. Instead, she was greeted by Jim’s angry expression.

      Before she had the chance to say anything, he pushed past her and let himself into the house. Ivy wasn’t sure if he knew about the call from the kidnappers, but it was easy to see the man was upset about something.

      “What’s going on, Officer?” Ivy asked.

      “I just got a call from airport security. Seems that a high-profile mob member just landed in our town, and I want to know what in the hell is going on.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t play coy with me. First, you come down to the station and change your tune on filing charges on these two, and the next thing I know, a well-known fence and muscle from the mob is showing up in my town. I think you owe me an explanation as to what you have planned.”

      “I really have no idea what you’re talking about. I told you; I didn’t think it was right that Danny would get home and his grandparents would be in jail,” Ivy replied.

      Jim scoffed. “Yeah, and maybe that was truthful, but what about this woman who just landed?”

      “She’s just an old friend, that’s all. She heard about the kidnapping and wanted to come to support me.”

      “I don’t believe you. It’s all just a little convenient, don’t you think?”

      Jim started to say something else before Ivy could say anything, but he was quickly cut off by Regina, who was storming across the room. Before she knew what was happening, Regina was right in the man’s face, and she wasn’t very happy with Jim’s intrusion.

      “I’m telling you right now that nothing is going on. We made a mistake when we took Danny, and Ivy is trying to forgive us. As for Hillary, which is who I assume you’re talking about, she’s an old family friend who is offering her support. Don’t you think the mother of the missing child should have a good support system, or are you trying to say we’re breaking the law by having a friend over?”

      “I-I’m just trying to figure out what’s going on. If you’re hiding something from me or keeping my department from doing its job, I’m going to have to place you all under arrest for interfering with an ongoing investigation.”

      Regina chuckled. “You sure could try that if you wanted to, but I’d have my lawyers all over this entire city before you could bat an eye.”

      “I just don’t want any of you going rogue, okay? It’s not going to do any good to go and do this on your own. My department has the resources to find Danny if you let us do our job.”

      “Well, unless your job is to come here and give this poor woman a hard time, I think you need to turn your ass around and get the hell out before I put the full force of my team of lawyers on destroying your career. You’ll have so many lawsuits against you that you’ll spend the rest of your life in court.”

      Ivy had to hold back the laughter ready to come out. She couldn’t believe the way the woman was handling the officer, but she was even more impressed with the way Regina was protecting her and her son. While she knew the woman meant every word she said, it still shocked her that she was using her power for good rather than financial gain.

      Though seeing Jim was still angry about it all, he knew he couldn’t do anything about it. Within a few minutes of arriving at the Jameses’s mansion, he stormed back out the front door. Before he walked completely out, he turned and faced them all.

      “This is far from over,” Jim seethed. “Whatever is going on, I’m going to figure it out.”

      Regina smiled. “Well, if that’s the case, plan on us having our lawyers here for the next conversation we have.”

      Jim scoffed and stormed to his car. Ivy was still shocked by what had just happened, but she followed the man until she reached the front porch. He had gotten into his car and was pulling out of the driveway just as Hilary was pulling in. Before the woman could park her rental car, Jim stopped his and rushed to her door. She politely ignored him and raced to Ivy, wrapping her arms around her when they collided on the porch.

      Ivy was excited to have her friend there with her. It had been a few years since they had seen each other, though they kept tabs on one another on the phone and on social media. She was glad she had come, knowing they would need all the help they could get. Even though the ransom was being prepped, there was no telling if things would transition smoothly.

      Jim got back into his car and pulled away, still angry he didn’t get the answers he was looking for. Ivy didn’t care how upset he was, as long as he left them alone long enough to find her son.

      Ivy led Hillary into the mansion. She was still blown away by the people around her and what they were willing to do to bring Danny home. There was still plenty to do before that would happen, but she just hoped nothing would go wrong.

      “We’re going to set up the headquarters for you here if that’s all right,” Ivy said.

      “That will work perfectly. I’ll be getting in contact with the rest of law enforcement, as I’ve already started making sure they keep me in the loop.”

      “I’m just glad you’re here to help. Regina and Harvey are getting the ransom together now.”

      “That’s good, but we still need to make sure they aren’t playing games with us. I want to ensure Danny comes back home in one piece. That’s my only concern right now,” Hilary said.

      She knew her friend was right. There were still a lot of things that could go wrong, even if they got the money together and made whatever drop the kidnapper wanted. Ivy was glad to have the help she needed to get Danny back.

      After making plans on how to set up Hillary’s headquarters, she pulled out her phone and put her parents in a group message, along with her sister. She quickly let them all know Hilary was there, and that they were putting together a workplace. Ivy asked them to push all leads directly to them immediately. While the ransom money was being taken care of, she wasn’t taking any chances and wouldn’t stop working on finding her son before the drop.
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      “Okay, now that I’ve gotten settled in a bit, I have a few questions about what’s been going on since the last time we spoke. You told me about the ransom when you messaged me, but what exactly are we looking at here?” Hillary asked.

      “The caller disguised his voice, but I was able to hear Danny crying in the background. They threatened to kill Danny if I didn’t get the eight million together within twenty-four hours.”

      “Is there anything else you can tell me about the call?”

      “Not really. I was upset after hearing my son. You could tell he was scared and asked to come home.”

      Hillary sighed. “That’s how they keep you off balance. It’s proof of life, but it keeps you from noticing anything else about the call.”

      “Well, it worked pretty damn well, if you ask me.”

      “I’m sorry you’re going through this, but I promise I’m going to do everything I can to get him back. You know, I’m suspicious about how everything happened to start with. I mean, why would Danny be taken right after Regina and Harvey took him the first time?”

      “What in the hell are you trying to say?” Harvey asked. “Yeah, we made a mistake when we took him, but we didn’t have anything to do with the rest of it. We were planning on bringing him back as soon as we saw how upset Ivy was, but he was gone before we went back to the pool house.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m only trying to understand how this all fits together,” Hillary said.

      “Well, I wish we could tell you more, but we’ve admitted everything we did.”

      “I’m not accusing you of anything, I swear. I’m just trying to make sense of it all. Some of the pieces don’t fit together.”

      Harvey scoffed. “Sounded like you were blaming us.”

      “I’m not.”

      “There’s a lot of questions we all have right now, okay? But for right now, I think we just need to stay focused on getting the money together for the ransom,” Ivy said. “Until we can figure anything else out, we need to assume that the ransom is the only way we’re going to get Danny back home.”

      “Ivy’s right,” Hillary agreed.

      Harvey mumbled under his breath but went back to where Regina was. Ivy knew everyone had something on their mind that didn’t make sense, but now wasn’t the time to point fingers and argue. Not when the life of her son was on the line. She hated that they were ever put into the position they were in, but tempers were going to flare, regardless.

      “I need to go back to the guest house and take a look around,” Hillary said.

      “The police already canvassed the entire place but got nothing out of it.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not the cops. I have ways of finding things the police leave behind. Trust me, I need to get a good look at the place.”

      “What do you think you’re going to find there?”

      “I don’t know, but there has to be something. I’ve never gone to a crime scene and not found something the police have missed. I just want to look for any evidence I can find and dust for my own prints.”

      Ivy nodded and followed her friend in the direction of the pool house. While the detectives had already gone through the entire house, she still hoped Hillary would be able to find something they had missed. As soon as the two of them were clear of the house and listening ears, Hillary nudged her arm.

      “Do you really trust those two?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know what to think right now, but I do know I don’t really have a choice,” Ivy said. “They are the ones getting the money together for the ransom, and I know I couldn’t do that without them.”

      “I know that much, but I still can’t help but feel like something is just off about it all.”

      “You mean the timing of the second kidnapping?”

      Hillary sighed. “Yeah, I mean, I think it’s strange that the kidnapper knew Danny was with them and took him a second time rather than trying to kidnap him when he was with you.”

      “I guess that makes sense, but unless we can prove something to the contrary, I have to trust that they have my son’s best interest at heart. I don’t know what would make someone take a child, but I will do anything to bring him back home.”

      The two of them walked in silence until they reached the guest house. Ivy pushed open the door, and they both walked in. The house wasn’t much different from when she had last seen it, though it was a little worse for the wear after the police had canvassed the place. Still, Hillary was sure she could find something, and she was the most thorough person Ivy had ever met.

      Hillary set her bag on the table and started to pull out a vast supply of equipment. Ivy didn’t recognize much of what she was seeing, but she knew when her friend pulled out the fingerprint kit. She’d watched enough police shows in the past to know what it was. Instantly, Hillary went to work dusting surfaces around the guest house.

      Ivy couldn’t help but watch the woman work in amazement. She took her time with each area she dusted, using a magnifying glass to make sure nothing was missed. As her friend continued to look for clues, her mind wandered to Danny.

      She remembered how scared he had sounded when the kidnapper’s call came through. The image in her mind made her sick to her stomach when she thought about her boy being tied to a chair somewhere and all alone. She’d give anything to hold him in her arms. The longer she was caught in her own thoughts, the more the tears began to build in her eyes.

      Ivy wasn’t sure how much more she could take. Having raised her son alone after Orien was senselessly murdered in prison, she couldn’t imagine a life without Danny in it. She knew if anything went wrong and her son didn’t come home, it would be the end of everything she had known. She couldn’t imagine her life without him. Suddenly, her stomach churned, and she thought she was going to get sick.

      Right around the same time she felt the nausea building inside of her, she saw Hillary walking in her direction. Quickly, she pulled herself together and took several deep breaths before her friend reached her.

      “Did you find something?” Ivy muttered.

      “I did, but are you all right? You look like you’re going to throw up.”

      “I might, but tell me what you have.”

      Hillary nodded and pulled out her phone. Ivy wasn’t sure if she wanted to know what the woman had found, but she was ready to hear it all.

      “I found a fingerprint the police missed, and I think it’s the kidnapper’s.”

      “All right, but how in the hell were you able to get that information back so quickly? I thought you’d have to wait for any results.”

      Hillary smiled. “If I was a cop, then I probably would have. I’ve still got plenty of contacts within different government agencies, and the system I use comes back pretty quick. Besides, this guy has an extensive background. It popped right up.”

      Ivy sucked in a deep breath. “All right. Who the hell is it?”

      “One print came back to someone we both know, and it’s not pretty. He’s a known kidnapper and has been accused of several murders. It’s Samuel Redd.”

      Ivy’s face went white. It was a name that haunted her dreams at times. The man was a sadist and enjoyed torturing his victims. Why Samuel’s print was found in the pool house, she had no idea. He had worked for the family at one point, and she couldn’t help but wonder if Regina and Harvey were still involved somehow. The world around her started to spin as she started to fear the worst.

      Samuel Redd was a killer, and it terrified Ivy to think that her son was in the man’s clutches. Though he was contracted several times by the James family to handle people who had gone outside of the family, Ivy knew he was dangerous. At a time when the family had needed him the most, he had turned on them. He was supposed to be the defense’s best witness when Orien went to trial for his murder case, and he turned on the man without blinking an eye. Orien’s best chance was sitting on Samuel’s shoulders, and he twisted the story to make it seem as though her ex had committed the murder when, in actuality, he had nothing to do with it.
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      “I think we should call the police. If Samuel is involved, then there’s no telling what he’ll do to Danny.”

      Hillary sighed. “I know that makes this whole situation worse, but you know what the kidnapper said about involving the cops. We can’t take the chance that they screw this up, and we certainly don’t need the kidnapper finding out that you talked to them.”

      “What are we going to do?” Ivy asked.

      “I’m going to keep looking around here and see if there’s anything else to be found. I need you to keep it together, all right?”

      Ivy nodded as Hillary went back to her search. She was still trying to figure out what it all meant. Samuel was a bad man, and the only thing she knew about him was what he had done to Orien and the stories she had heard about him. It was enough to make her cringe. Her son was in danger, and there wasn’t anything she could do besides watch her friend search the pool house he was taken from.

      Still, there was some relief in knowing Hillary was the most capable tracker she had ever known. The woman had an eye for finding things that no one else could. With everything going on, she knew Danny’s life was in good hands with her friend there. She shook her head, trying to clear her mind. Ivy looked over to watch Hillary. Even the way the woman moved throughout the house was meticulous. She scoured every inch of each room before moving on to the next one. Suddenly, as her friend was walking into the next room, she stopped and bent over to pick something up off the floor.

      Not wanting to wait for Hillary to walk back and tell her anything, Ivy made her way over to where she was now standing back up. She had no idea what the woman had found, but it looked like a small scrap of cloth. It didn’t take her long to get a better look at it as her friend held it up in the light and tried to see more of what she was looking at. It was bright blue, but that’s all Ivy could see until she got a closer look.

      “What is that?” Ivy asked.

      “A piece of ripped cloth from the looks of it, but I don’t recognize it as going to anything here. It doesn’t match any of the other blues in the house.”

      Suddenly, she recognized the color and knew there was a food delivery company that operated in the same color uniform. She wasn’t sure if that was what it was from, but it didn’t seem like a coincidence.

      “There’s a food delivery here in town with that color uniform. Do you think it could be from someone employed there?”

      “Anything is possible now, but the only way we’ll know for sure is if we look into them.”

      “It’s the only food service in town. I think we should head over there right now and see what we can find out.”

      “I can go and ask some questions. I think it’s best if you just stay here for right now.”

      Ivy scoffed. “If someone at this place had something to do with Danny being taken, there’s no way in hell I’m not going over there with you.”

      “I want to find Danny as much as you do, but if the police catch wind that there’s a ransom for your son that’s going to get paid, they might shut you down, and then what happens to him?”

      “This is my son we’re talking about. I need to go there and find out what they know, especially since we know Samuel had something to do with this.”

      “Look, I should go on my own. It will be better for everyone if you’re not involved in this. The police probably have a cruiser parked outside to keep an eye on you. You haven’t exactly done what they told you to do.”

      “Maybe not, but I’m going with you.”

      Ivy wasn’t about to sit around with a couple of people she wasn’t sure she could trust. As soon as Hillary told her that the fingerprint returned as Samuel’s, she knew she needed to do everything she could to get her son back. She didn’t care if the police followed her and tried to find out what she was doing. They weren’t doing their job, and her son’s safety fell on her.

      Hillary put her kit back into her bag and nodded. She gave Ivy a smile that said that she understood, and she was grateful that the woman wasn’t going to argue. There wasn’t a chance that she’d be staying behind.

      The pair quickly made their way back to the main house, though neither of them said anything on the walk back. Ivy knew they needed to tell the Jameses about the clue, but she wasn’t ready to tell them about Samuel. At least not until she knew more about the situation and who could be involved.

      “Did you have any better luck than the police did?” Regina asked.

      “Well, we found a few things, but we do have a clue that we need to look into,” Ivy said.

      “Good. What did you find?”

      Ivy sighed. “It’s a piece of cloth we don’t even know will lead to anything, but the coloring suggests it belongs to a local food delivery company. It’s the same color they wear, and we need to go in and check it out.”

      “It’s getting pretty late in the day. Do you think they’re going to be open?”

      “No, but we have to try. At the very least, we need to know if we’re on the right path,” Hillary said.

      “We’ll be here. We still have a few more calls to make, but we’re getting all the money together for the ransom.”

      “Stay on it,” Ivy said. “I promise if we find anything, we’ll let you know.”

      Regina and Harvey both nodded and went back to their calls. Ivy knew it would be a long shot that the business would still be open, but she couldn’t wait until the following day to get the answers they were looking for. There was no other reason the cloth would be in the guest house.

      Ivy and Hillary made their way to her friend’s rental car. She knew they’d have a better chance of getting around town if they weren’t in her personal vehicle, especially with the police trying to track her every move. As they drove in the direction of the business in question, she couldn’t help but worry about Danny. She closed her eyes and said a silent prayer for her son. He had to be scared and alone, and Ivy prayed that God would keep him safe until they could find him.

      “You do know that this place is definitely going to be closed, right?” Ivy asked.

      “I know, but I think that will be better for us.”

      “How are we going to get any answers if the place is closed? I don’t know if that makes any sense at all to me.”

      “See, you’re looking at it all wrong. Yeah, we could go in while they’re open and ask the managers questions, but that might not get us anywhere at all. It would be even worse if we talked to someone involved in any way because they would just try to cover their tracks.”

      “Okay, that makes sense, but what in the hell do you plan on doing if they’re closed?”

      Hillary smiled. “I have a key to the city, you know? We’ll just sneak in and get whatever information we need and then get right back out. No one will be able to tell we were even there, and we get the answers we need.”

      “What exactly are we looking for? I mean, I know that fabric came from there. So, what do you think we’re going to be able to find? Wouldn’t it be just as easy if we let the police get a warrant and look through everything?”

      “Hell no,” Hillary replied. “Do you know how long it takes in real life to get a warrant? Our window would close before they got a reply from the judge. Besides, we’re just going in to look at the security feed. I’m hoping to recognize one of their employees from the warehouse.”

      A few moments later, they were pulling into the delivery side of the warehouse. Ivy was still nervous and couldn’t believe they were getting ready to break into the place. She had done some wild things as a teenager, but breaking and entering wasn’t at the top of the list. Hillary brought the car to a stop and put the car in park.

      “So, we’re just going to break in?” Ivy asked.

      Hillary smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Ivy and Hillary made their way to the back of the building. Knowing that her friend had already looked at the blueprints for the building helped them come up with an entry point close to the office. She paused at the corner of the building to keep an eye on the entrance to the property while Hillary approached the door. Ivy couldn’t imagine doing anything like what they were doing without her.

      She peeked out toward the main road but saw nothing. As late as it was, Ivy didn’t think anyone would be coming to the business, but it was better to be safe than sorry. Looking back at Hillary, she watched the woman pick the lock with ease; before long, they were inside the building. Within ten seconds, an alarm beeped.

      “Dammit, we should get out of here,” Ivy exclaimed.

      “This is just the warning alarm. We should have a few minutes before it sends any information anywhere. I was ready for this. I just have to get to the panel and hack the code to shut it off.”

      Hillary quickly jogged to the alarm panel and hooked in wires that ran to her phone. Ivy watched in awe as her friend typed something into her phone, and the app started scrolling through a list of access codes. A moment later, the screen flashed, and the alarm panel flashed green.

      “See, nothing to it,” Hillary said.

      Ivy chuckled. “Yeah, for you. I thought for sure it was over with for us. You should have warned me that the alarm would go off like that.”

      “What, and lose the look I got to see on your face? Not a chance.”

      Ivy could only laugh as the pair raced off to the main office. Though it was just around the corner and down the hallway, they didn’t want to waste any time getting the information they came for. She knew there were still many questions that needed to be answered, but having her friend in charge on the way in brought her a great amount of comfort.

      Again, Ivy had no experience in hacking into computer systems, so she stood back by the entrance of the office while Hillary went to work hacking into the business’s computer. With each passing second, Ivy became more anxious than before. She had never put herself into a position such as the one they were in. Knowing if they were caught, they would both spend time in jail was not part of the plan, but it was still a possibility.

      No matter how nervous she was about getting caught. She also knew it was the only way she was going to get any answers, and finding Danny was her only concern. As she glanced back from watching the main door, she watched Hillary pound away on the computer’s keyboard. It reminded her of a movie she had seen, and she chuckled to herself. Suddenly, her phone started to ring, and she answered it without looking at the caller ID.

      “Hello,” she said in a half-whispered voice.

      Immediately after answering the phone, she regretted it. It was the same as the couple of calls she had already received, and the caller wasn’t saying anything. She heard a deep breath and then a slow exhale. Since the call was the third she had received, she no longer thought it was the kidnapper but someone simply messing with her.

      The amount of bottled-up anger flowing through her body since the moment her son went missing was pushing to be released. She was tired of looking for her son, though she would never give up on finding him. The police were another factor building rage within her, and she was ready to lose control.

      “I don’t know who the hell you think you are or what you’re trying to do here, but I’m sick and tired of you wasting my time. Now, if you don’t quit fucking calling me, I’m handing the whole thing over to the police, and then they can deal with you.”

      Ivy growled to herself and ended the call. She quickly glanced at the caller and saw that it was still an unlisted number that couldn’t be traced. Whoever was giving her a hard time was going out of their way to not be identified. She sighed and put her phone back into her pocket. Still not having any clue where her son was, she didn’t have time for games.

      “What in the world was that about?” Hillary asked.

      “I’ve been getting these strange blocked calls from someone who won’t say anything. The only time I actually heard a voice…I don’t know.” Ivy paused.

      She was at a loss for words when she stopped and thought about who she thought the voice had sounded like. Though it had been a long time since she had heard her ex-lover’s voice, it was distinctive. She knew she could remember the tone and accent from anywhere, but she wasn’t sure if she wanted to explain it to her friend. Ivy didn’t believe it herself.

      “Well, if you’re not going to tell me everything about this mystery caller, there isn’t much I can do about it. I can look into it if you would like me to.”

      “It’s not that I don’t want to figure out the whole thing. It’s just…the voice said my name during one of the calls. I could have sworn it was Orien, but I know I’m crazy for thinking that. I just don’t know what to do.”

      “Give me your phone. I can trace the call and tell you where it’s coming from.”

      “I already did a search through the internet and tried to get a number from my service provider, but I haven’t been able to find anything on it.”

      Hillary chuckled. “Sure, you did, kid. Listen, you didn’t have me looking into it, and the service providers aren’t going to give you any information. They have to protect the reason for people blocking their number. Now, let me have the phone. I’ll figure it out for you.”

      “Sure, but how are you going to do that? I’ve literally tried everything I can think of,” Ivy said.

      “Trust me, I have ways of figuring things out that no one knows about. Besides, no one is going to pretend to be Orien to you.”

      “I don’t know if that’s what it is. I might just be thinking about him and thought it was his voice.”

      “Doesn’t matter, girl. I got you. No one is going to mess with my friend like that, especially when I can do something to fix it.”

      Ivy knew her friend would do anything to protect her. That was evident with how fast she had made her way to town after Danny went missing, and she didn’t ask her to. No, there was nothing that would happen to her that Hillary wouldn’t have her back on. She was glad to have made the friendship all those years ago.

      She figured they still had several minutes before Hillary would be done hacking the system, and as they both got back on task, she couldn’t help but wonder about the caller and what they wanted. Ivy had never once gotten a call like that before her son went missing, but now she didn’t know what to think. She replayed the calls in her mind several times, but each time she heard the voice replay in her head, it was Orien’s.

      “I’m just about done here, but when we get out of this place, I’m going to track down that number and find out who’s trying to mess with you.”

      “I know, and I appreciate that. I just don’t know who would want to screw with my head like that with everything else I have going on. I thought it was the kidnappers at first, but they never said anything else.”

      “If it was the kidnappers, they would have made their demands known by now,” Hillary said.

      Thinking about what her friend said, Ivy knew she was right. The kidnappers wouldn’t be making calls like that. Now, she needed to figure out who it was for her own peace of mind. First, they needed to find her son.

      “You about done over there?” Ivy asked.

      “Yep, I got everything we need. Let’s get the hell out of here before something goes wrong.”

      Ivy smiled. “Thank God. I thought we were going to have to go look for some sleeping bags and spend the night here.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Let’s go.”

      Hillary and Ivy made their way back through the door. As they rushed down the hallway, Ivy thought she heard something in the distance. Her friend looked back at her as they made it to the exit and smiled. Closing the door behind them, she knew they were getting out of the building just in time.
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      Ivy’s heart raced as they rushed to the car. The sounds she heard as they left the warehouse were police sirens off in the distance, and she knew they needed to get out of the area before they were caught. Dealing with the police wasn’t something high on her list of things to do, and they had already proven themselves useless in her pursuit of finding her son.

      Hillary put the car into drive before Ivy had a chance to close her door all the way, and she rushed out of the parking lot and onto the main street. She kept an eye on the mirrors as they pulled away, thankful that the cruisers pulled into the warehouse and didn’t follow them.

      She was glad to have a moment to catch her breath as Hillary continued to drive them back to Regina’s house. Before Ivy realized where they were going, Hillary was pulling onto her street. For a moment, she wondered why her friend didn’t just go straight back to Regina’s home, but then she quickly remembered Hillary didn’t trust her. Not that she could blame her. Ivy wasn’t sure if the woman could be trusted, either.

      Moments later, Hillary was pulling the car into her driveway. Ivy sighed with relief, knowing they were just moments from being caught. The pair made their way into the house, and though she wasn’t sure she could trust Regina, she knew she still needed to relay that they had completed the mission. Ivy had promised to let her know what they had found, and she wasn’t going to start breaking promises now. She quickly pulled out her phone and dialed the woman’s number.

      “Hey, Ivy. Did everything go all right?” Regina asked.

      “Yeah. It all went according to plan. Though it got a little close at the end there, I really think we’re onto something.”

      “Good. I hope you get what you need to find Danny. Harvey and I are getting ready to fly out and collect the money. We’ll let you know when we’re on our way back.”

      “I can’t thank you enough for doing this.”

      Regina sighed. “I know we went about things the wrong way, but this isn’t about the money. It’s about family, and we’ll do anything to get Danny back home to you.”

      Ivy knew the woman was telling the truth, but there were still a lot of questions that needed to be answered before she could build the trust she wanted to have. Still, it was good to hear that they were on their way to get the ransom money. If Hillary and her couldn’t figure out where Danny was, the cash was the only thing they could fall back on.

      She quickly thanked the woman again and ended the call. Ivy felt better about the situation, knowing she would have her little boy back home one way or another. In the back of her mind, he’d be coming home soon, and she knew it. Suddenly, Hillary called to her from the living room.

      “Come in here when you’re done, Ivy. I have everything set up, and the recordings are ready to watch.”

      “What are we looking for?” Ivy asked, walking into the room.

      “Anything that stands out in any way at all.”

      “How will we know when we see it?”

      “Trust me, we’ll know. You ready to watch this?” Hillary asked.

      Ivy nodded, and Hillary pushed play. The screen came to life. The angles of the few cameras throughout the warehouse gave them a good picture of everything going on within the building. It didn’t take long for Ivy to notice a familiar face. Suddenly, anger and fear for her son coursed through her veins. The man the fingerprints came back to was walking through the warehouse, and she knew in an instant that they were following the right lead.

      Samuel Redd was the man who appeared on the screen, and Ivy watched every move he made. He was slowly making his way through the building as stealthily as he could without trying to draw any suspicion. In an instant, when he realized he had nothing to worry about, he snatched a uniform hanging on a rack in the corner and made his way back to the exit.

      Ivy followed the cameras until they saw him leaving the building and getting into the car he had parked in the lot. Hillary quickly paused the video and jotted down the license plate number. With the screen still paused, her friend went to work on her laptop.

      “What are you doing now?” Ivy asked.

      “I’m pulling up the license plate number from the federal website. It’s public information if you know the right places to look, though not in every state. I doubt he’s driving a car around that’s in his name, but I’m hoping to figure out where he got it from.”

      “What if the car is stolen? What are we going to be able to do with that information?”

      “It’s not going to be as helpful, but at least we’ll know what neighborhood he’s scavenging through. He wouldn’t want to linger around too much and risk being spotted or reported.”

      Ivy sat and watched in amazement. Her friend was good with computers and had all the programs needed to find exactly what they were looking for. Again, she reflected on how happy she had been to make friends with the woman years ago. Without her help now, her son wouldn’t have a chance without the money that Regina and Harvey were pooling together. As she dreamed of the reunion with her son, Ivy was pulled from her thoughts when Hillary started to speak again.

      “Looks like we have the rental company he picked up the car from. I have the company’s information.”

      “I take it that’s a good thing.”

      “Definitely is. As a matter of fact, it will help us pinpoint an area that Samuel is in. Plus, if we’re lucky, he’ll still need to turn the car back in. They might be able to give us an address he gave them to rent it. At the very least, we might be able to pull the GPS location of the vehicle if he still has it.”

      Ivy smiled. “Awesome. So, what do we do next?”

      Hillary grinned. “How do you feel about breaking the law again?”

      “Whatever it takes to get Danny back to me.”

      Ivy couldn’t believe they were finally getting closer to finding Danny. While she knew the ransom money would be coming soon, since Regina was on her way to get it, she also wasn’t going to lie to herself and believe the kidnappers wouldn’t just take the money and kill her son anyway. She shivered and brushed away the thought.

      She wasn’t going to sit around and think about the what-ifs. There wasn’t time, and Danny needed her to find him. Ivy grabbed her bag and waited for Hillary to finish grabbing the things she needed. Before long, they were headed to the front door. A slight feeling of joy rushed over her, knowing they were hot on the trail of finding her son.

      “Are you ready to do this?” Hillary asked, stopping her at the front door.

      “I really don’t even know what we’re getting ready to do, but if it gets my son back to me, I don’t really care what it is.”

      Hillary chuckled. “I just wanted to make sure you were on board with breaking a few rules.”

      Ivy smiled. “Let’s just get this over with and find my boy.”

      She was happy to know that Hillary was still looking out for her. Ivy chuckled as she turned and opened the door, but as she turned around and started to take her first step out, she stopped in her tracks. Her heart felt like it jumped up into her throat.

      Parked at the end of her driveway were three police cruisers. Instantly, she felt like she would be sick but quickly pushed the feeling down and closed the door. She wasn’t sure when they had gotten there, but they didn’t waste any time getting out of the cruisers. There wasn’t time to worry about how much trouble they would be in. They had things to do, and finding Danny was number one on that list.

      “What’s going on?” Hillary asked. “Why’d you close the door so quickly?”

      “Cops, everywhere. We need to get out of here, but we’re going to have to find a different way out. We’re definitely not getting out through the front.”

      The pair rushed to the back door, and Ivy stopped to think of where to go from there. She knew they could get out the way she had earlier, but she wasn’t sure if they were going to have the back covered as well. A pounding at the door caused her to jump, and she knew it was time to go.
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      “I think we can make our way through the backyard and out to the alley if we’re careful. That’s how I got away last time to get to Regina’s,” Ivy said.

      “Well, lead the way. Anything we can do to get out of here without having to deal with the police? They’re not going to take it easy on us just because we’re following the kidnapper.”

      “Agreed. We’ll get out to the alley and call an Uber to get us to where we need to go.”

      Hillary nodded, and Ivy opened the back door and started to walk toward the bushes in the backyard. Past that point, they’d be able to access the alley as she had before. As they started to make their way through the yard, Ivy stopped. Just past the neighbor’s house was a reflection of flashing lights, and she knew they were surrounded.

      “Dammit. I wondered if they were coming at us in full force, and judging by the lights back there, we’re completely surrounded. I’m not sure how in the hell we’re going to get out of here.”

      “I don’t know what to do, but we need to figure out something, or we’re going to lose our lead. Once the cops get ahold of us, they’re going to want to know everything we know.”

      “I know, but even with the dark, I don’t think we can get past them without a car.”

      Ivy looked at her friend in disappointment. She knew there was nothing left that she could do, but as she looked at Hillary’s face, her friend smiled.

      “You don’t happen to still have Orien’s bike, do you?”

      She was shocked by the question, but she nodded in response. Even if she couldn’t figure out what the next step would be, the woman standing beside her did. Ivy led the pair toward the garage. Though the fence was higher than most, there were still places they could be seen, and they needed to be careful.

      When Ivy made it to the door, she opened it slowly, trying not to make a sound. Even as they stood in the garage and looked at the beautiful motorcycle sitting in front of them, Ivy wasn’t sure about Hillary’s plan.

      The weather over the past few days had brought a chill to the air and some ice along with it. Some roads were difficult to travel in a car, let alone a bike. Besides the weather, Ivy hadn’t been on the back of a motorcycle since before Orien had gone to prison, and years had passed since then. She knew she needed to trust Hillary and proceeded to prepare the bike that hadn’t been ridden in almost a decade.

      “Are you sure about this?” Ivy asked.

      “I’m not sure about anything right now other than the fact that we need a way out of here, and it’s looking us in the face right now.” Hillary smiled. “Though I’m going to appreciate riding this bike.”

      “Orien loved getting on this thing. When he would ride, he was happier than I had ever seen him. It was one of his most prized possessions, so I’d appreciate it if you kept both wheels on the ground.”

      Hillary laughed. “I’ll do my best, but I can’t make any promises.”

      As Hillary walked over to the shelf to grab them both a helmet, Ivy was in awe of the motorcycle that had brought so much joy to her and Orien. The classic Heritage Softail was in perfect condition. Its offsetting white and candy-red colors, mixed with an abundance of chrome, brought a chill down her spine. She could almost feel the wind on her skin as she remembered the last time she was on the Harley.

      Snapping her from her thoughts was the sound of Hillary coming back with the helmets, handing Ivy one, and putting one on herself. She smiled at the thought of riding again, and suddenly, she wasn’t as nervous as she had been the moment before. Though Orien had been an experienced rider, she knew Hillary was, too.

      Ivy knew the moment they started the bike, the entire force would know they were there and preparing to run, so she timed it out. At the count of three, Hillary fired up the old Harley, and Ivy hit the button for the garage door. The cackling pipes sent goose bumps up her arms as she rushed to the bike and jumped on the back.

      Without wasting a moment, Hillary pulled the clutched and flipped the bike into gear. A moment later, they were peeling out down the driveway with nothing but a cloud of tire smoke rolling behind them. Before the officers had a chance to figure out what was going on, the pair was flying down Ivy’s street. Even with her friend’s experience on a motorcycle, the initial adrenaline rush filled her with fear.

      Whipping her head around to see if they were being followed, she wasn’t surprised to see the flashing lights a short distance behind them. Her heart was racing when Hillary dropped the bike down a gear and directed them down an alley that Ivy could tell was easily too small for their cruisers to follow.

      Ivy smiled as she thought about how impressive her friend was on the Harley. Though it wasn’t made for sharp cornering, her friend made it all look so easy. The whole situation reminded her of Orien, and she couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear as Hillary pulled back on the throttle and they flew down the road.

      Finding a parking garage, Hillary quickly pulled in and parked the bike in the corner of the building, away from prying eyes. It didn’t take her friend long to find them a car, and before she knew it, she had hot-wired a car, and they were on their way again. This time, with nobody following them. When they pulled out of the garage, Hillary turned in the direction of the car rental company. Ivy was once again grateful to have the woman on her side, and she was glad they were moving closer to finding Danny’s kidnapper.

      Even though she knew they were well on their way to find Danny, Ivy sat silently in the passenger seat. She knew they were already in hot water with the police, and with the number of laws they had just broken, she didn’t know what to expect the next time the police caught up with them. Suddenly, she thought about her phone and then Hillary’s. It wouldn’t take much for the police to track their phones.

      “You’re awfully quiet over there.”

      “I know, but I’m wondering if the police can trace our phones,” Ivy replied.

      “I wouldn’t worry about that too much. Before we left the house, I put a blocker app on both of our phones. Even if they try to trace the numbers, they’ll never figure out where we are.”

      Ivy sighed with relief, but it didn’t make her feel any better. Her son had been kidnapped, not once, but twice. She still didn’t know where he was and how they were going to find him, but she was hopeful about the information they would get from the rental company. The idea of the police chasing them was still fresh in her mind.

      She wasn’t perfect, but she had never broken the law in a way that would have gotten her arrested until the past few days. She suddenly found herself wishing Orien was still around. He wouldn’t have let his mother get away with taking their child, and Danny would have never been kidnapped a second time if that hadn’t happened. Still, she knew they were going to find him.

      Even though Hillary had told her that their phones couldn’t be traced, she found herself wondering how the app worked. She didn’t know much about the technological side of how phones operated, but she was curious.

      “Where will it show them we are if they do decide to try to trace them?” Ivy asked.

      Hillary smiled. “Anywhere but here. The app will ping different locations every five minutes. By the time they get one trace, our phones will appear to be in a different location.”

      “That’s good. I’d like to keep them off our trail for as long as possible, and I don’t know how I feel about being in a stolen car, either.”

      “That’s fair, but it was the only way to ensure they stopped following us. You know, I’m not going to stop until we find Danny. I don’t care how many more laws I break while trying to do that. We’re bringing Danny home.”

      “Thank you,” Ivy muttered.

      “I know you’re worried about him and everything else that’s going on, but we’re going to track down Reed, and when we do, we’re going to find your son. I promise you that.”
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      Ivy was silent as Hillary raced them toward the car rental company. She was still feeling the effects of all the stress she was going through. The constant fear of something happening to her baby boy kept floating around in the back of her mind. She couldn’t help but wonder if Danny was all right. If he were at home, they’d eat soup and sit in front of the television. She would ensure he was well-fed and warm, but she didn’t even know if they were feeding him.

      She pulled herself from her thoughts as Hillary pulled the stolen car into the parking lot. The building was empty, and she felt a twist in her stomach. While Ivy knew they weren’t going to find anyone working that late at night, she was getting sick of breaking laws. Over and over, they had done things that could have landed them in jail for years to come, but she knew it was all in hopes of finding her son.

      Hillary got out of the car, and Ivy followed her as they approached the business’s front doors. It was dark inside, but they could easily see the computer at the front desk, and she knew they were going to need to break in again. As Ivy looked over the road and parking lot, Hillary quickly accessed the security system and bypassed the code. Within minutes, they were inside the building.

      “I’m going to see what I can find on the computer, but it might be quicker if you find the actual paperwork.”

      Ivy nodded, and the two split up. As she made her way down the hallway and followed the signs that proclaimed where the records room was, her phone rang. She quickly pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the caller ID. She groaned when she saw that the call was coming from Jim. While she already knew the cops were on their trail, she refused to give them anything else.

      She declined the call and started to put her phone away before it rang again. This time, the call came from her mom, and she answered without hesitation.

      “Hey, Mom. Anything new on your end?” Ivy said when she answered.

      “You know, this would be so much easier if you just answered when I called you and didn’t make me use your mother’s phone,” Jim said.

      “What are you doing with my mom?”

      “Nothing, yet. You’ve been pretty busy, from what I can tell.”

      “Oh, you know, just trying to find my missing son.”

      “That’s our job, Ivy. Now, you need to turn yourself in before you make this any harder on yourself. You and your accomplice both need to come down to the station to answer some questions.”

      “Do you have any new information on Danny?” Ivy asked.

      “Look, I know you’re worried about your son, but we are, too. I have the entire force out following leads and looking for Danny. We’re going to find him,” Jim said.

      “So, the only thing I’m hearing is that you haven’t accomplished anything since the last time we spoke?”

      Jim scoffed. “Well, we’d probably be a lot further along in his case if I didn’t need to send officers out to find you every couple of hours. I asked you to stay put, but you’re out doing whatever you want, and I can’t have you doing that. I need you to both turn yourselves in.”

      Ivy scoffed. “I don’t think I’m going to do that. I need to find my son, and I’m going to do it with or without your help. If you don’t want to do your job and find him, then I’ll do it for you.”

      “That’s not how this works,” Jim seethed.

      “I think you better just accept that as Danny’s mother, I’m going to do whatever it takes to bring my son back home.”

      Ivy ended the call and looked back down the hallway to where Hillary was still working on the computer. She looked up and beckoned for her to come over. Ivy rushed back down the hall and looked at the monitor.

      “What am I looking at here?”

      “Looking through the information on the license plate, I’ve come up with the alias Reed used to get the rental. Hopefully, we can use this to see if he’s been up to anything else in the area.”

      A rush of hope filled Ivy. They were closer than ever before to finding Danny. She watched her friend print off the information and grab the papers from the printer. Soon, they’d be on Reed’s trail, and they’d find her son before anything happened to him. Hillary grinned and held the papers high in the air. It was the first solid piece of information they could use to find the man they were convinced had been a part of Danny’s kidnapping.

      The pair rushed back to the door and reset the alarm. The moment they got back to the car, Hillary pulled out her phone and made a call. Ivy had no idea who she was calling, but she quietly waited. After listening to Hillary’s half of the call, Ivy was sure she was putting in a trace on the name Reed had used for the rental.

      Hillary ended the call and looked and Ivy. “I have a friend who is going to run a check on the alias he used. It shouldn’t take very long for him to get back to me, but it will give us an idea if he’s used it for anything else.”

      “Well, that’s good, right?”

      “Absolutely. We’ll be able to get something out of it for sure.”

      Ivy felt some relief, knowing her friend was on top of finding where Reed had gone and where he was heading next. She wasn’t sure how far she would have made it without the woman sitting in the seat next to her, but she knew it wouldn’t have been nearly as far as Hillary had gotten them. Still, she was worried about the number of laws they had broken and what the repercussions would be. While she knew the end results were the only thing that mattered, it still bothered her that they were on their own.

      The police hadn’t made any headway in the case while she and Hillary were looking into avenues they didn’t know about. There wasn’t much to say about the situation they were in. If the cops were doing their jobs, they wouldn’t have to do it themselves.

      “So, what are we going to do next? I mean, we’re waiting for your friend to get ahold of you, so what do we do until then?” Ivy asked.

      “First thing we’re going to do is to get this car back to where we took it from. We’re not going to need it anymore, and I’d rather not put myself into a position of getting caught in a stolen vehicle.”

      Ivy was shocked by her friend’s statement. While she knew getting the car back was the plan from the start, she assumed they’d still need it for a while longer. She wasn’t sure it was the best plan when she realized the bike the police had been following was still sitting in the garage where they had left it.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Ivy asked. “I don’t want to get caught in a stolen car, either, but I think they’re going to have found the garage we took it from by now.”

      “It’s not likely. I mean, we would have heard something on that by now if they did. Still, the car was just an emergency thing. It wasn’t meant to be a permanent solution to our problem, but it did get us off the radar for a short time.”

      “I know we weren’t planning on keeping it, but you know we can’t go back to the house. The place is bound to still be swarming with officers and patrol cars.”

      Hillary smiled. “Don’t you know by now not to doubt me? Aside from getting out of your house, I’ve planned for several scenarios. I knew we wouldn’t exactly be following the line of the law while doing this, and I have a safe house we can go to.”

      “Where is this safe house that you’re just now telling me about?”

      “Well, it’s a few miles outside of town, but we’re going to be able to lie low for a while there while we wait for my friend to call back.”

      Ivy chuckled. “I should have known you had a plan. I don’t know why I would ever doubt you.”

      “I have no clue, either.” Hillary laughed. “There’s just one problem with it, and that’s the fact that it’s going to be a cold ride to get there.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The entire trip back to drop off the car, Ivy was thinking about what would happen next. There was no telling what was going on with her son, and there simply was no way of knowing yet where Danny was. Finding Reed was their only hope of getting to him, but even then, she wasn’t sure what they would find.

      Even as the two parked the car and started wiping their prints off, Ivy was still thinking about her son being alone and scared. The chill in the air made her wonder if Danny was out in the cold or if he was being taken care of in any way.

      “I know you’re over there worrying about Danny, but there’s nothing you can do to change it. We need to focus all our energy on finding Reed. That’s how we’re going to get him home.”

      “I know, but I can’t help but think about how cold it is and whether he’s being taken care of.”

      “I’ll tell you right now, they better be doing something right with that kid. They’ll be lucky if I don’t handle them as it is, let alone if they mistreat him.”

      Ivy chuckled. “A little of that mobster side sneaking out of you there, I see.”

      “When it comes to my best friend’s kid, hell yeah, it’s going to come out. You can’t change what he’s going through right now, but when we get him back home where he belongs, then you can make things right. Worrying about it right now isn’t going to do either of you any good.”

      She knew Hillary was right, but she couldn’t help it. Ivy wanted to know that her little boy was being cared for the way she would. Still, she focused on wiping down the car, and shortly after that, they were on the bike and heading out of town. Before they even reached the edge of town, Ivy was shivering while her arms were wrapped around her friend, who was directing the bike.

      By the time they reached a small cabin outside of town on the edge of the woods, Ivy could barely feel her fingers. Hillary parked the bike, and she climbed off the back. Though neither of them was warm enough to move quickly, they pulled a cover out of the saddlebag and covered the bike.

      As soon as they finished covering the bike, they both rushed to the cabin’s front door. As Hillary opened the door, Ivy was surprised to feel the rush of warm air coming from inside. She accepted the warmth but couldn’t believe there was power so far out of town.

      “How did you have all of this waiting for you already?” Ivy asked.

      “I like to be prepared, and I don’t like dealing with people. It’s completely solar-powered and off the grid. No one will know we are out here, and they won’t find it unless they are looking for it.”

      As Ivy looked around the small cabin, she smiled. It reminded her of the small fishing cabins she’d seen on the fishing shows she’d seen in passing. While living in the cabin for long periods wouldn’t be realistic, she could see herself and Danny enjoying it from time to time. Hillary seemed to be on top of everything they needed, no matter how far out of the way it seemed to be to her.

      The single-room cabin had a fireplace. Though it was smaller than the normal fireplaces she had seen in other homes, it fit the room quite well. Ivy was surprised to feel how warm the cabin felt, even though the fire wasn’t going yet. She quickly realized that her body temperature was so low from the ride that anything that wasn’t freezing would have felt great. She was thankful to see Hillary making her way over to the fire and starting one. The chill she felt quickly faded as the flames started to cackle in the fireplace.

      “How are we going to get anything done out here if we don’t have anything to power the internet?”

      Hillary smiled and pulled out a large tote from the closet. Within minutes, she was pulling out a mobile Wi-Fi router and several other electronics. She couldn’t help but laugh when she saw her friend start setting everything up. The woman was truly amazing at what she did, and the fact she thought so far ahead would keep them off the radar of the police for a while.

      She watched as Hillary hooked up the router and pulled out a clean laptop. It was something her friend had described before, and it was completely untraceable. As Hillary continued to set up the electronics and got them ready to have internet, Ivy made her way to the small kitchen off to one side of the cabin. It was small, but there was plenty of room to do anything one could do in a normal kitchen.

      “Hey, while you’re in there, there’s a coffee pot in one of the cabinets,” Hillary said.

      “I know I could use a cup or two. If for no other reason than to get some more warmth inside of me.”

      “I told you it would be a cold ride.”

      Ivy chuckled. “Yeah, but you didn’t say anything about not being able to feel my hands when we got here.”

      She chuckled as she started to open cabins and search for the coffee pot. Ivy enjoyed coffee as much as anyone else, but when it came to the winter months and the weather getting colder, she’d drink it as much, if not more, than water. It was the way of life for most people in her town.

      As she went through the process of getting the coffee brewing, she ignored her phone, which hadn’t stopped ringing since she hung up on Jim. She could have easily answered it and told the man to go to hell, but it would have been a waste of time, and that was the one thing she was running out of.

      It wasn’t just Jim calling her, but her parents as well. While she knew she had made Jim angry by refusing to come in, her parents were another story altogether. They were upset with her because she wouldn’t follow the orders the police were giving her, and she knew it. They firmly believe that the police had everyone’s best interest at heart, and that couldn’t be further from the truth.

      While finding Danny should have been the main priority for the police, it seemed to her that they were spending more time trying to figure out what she was doing instead of looking for Danny. She knew the best thing for her son was to let Hillary continue to do her thing, which was locating people. There wasn’t anyone better at it than she was, and she wasn’t about to make her stop for the sake of a few laws.

      “That coffee ready yet?” Hillary asked.

      “Just filling our cups now. I’m as ready for this cup as you are. Trust me.”

      “Oh, I know it. My fingers don’t even want to hit the right keys right now, but I do have some good news.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      Hillary smiled. “We got some information back on the alias Reed was using. My friend just sent it over to me, and there was another hit on the name.”

      “That is good news. I can’t believe it came back so quickly,” Ivy said. “What are we looking at?”

      Ivy was excited to hear what her friend had found out, and she rushed back out to the living room and handed Hillary her cup of coffee. As she took a sip from her mug, she sat down next to her friend and looked at the screen in front of them. Before she got the chance to look through everything, Hillary started talking again.

      “I haven’t gone through all the information yet, but I promise we’re onto something here.”

      “Great. As long as we’re getting closer to finding Danny, that’s all I care about. How soon can we leave to track down the next lead?”

      Hillary sighed. “Slow down now. Don’t go and get all excited on me.”

      “I can’t help it. You said there’s a hit on the name, so there has to be a location on him, right?”

      “It’s not that easy this time.”

      “I don’t understand. If there’s an address, then we need to get over there and find Danny. What’s not easy about that?”

      “We’re going to have to play this smart, all right? We’re not going to be able to just rush out and onto the next lead with this one. There’s a problem.”

      Instantly, Ivy’s stomach rolled. It wasn’t what Hillary had said as much as it was the tone of her voice. As her heart started pounding in her chest, she could only stare at the screen.
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      “Before you get all inside of your head, it’s not completely bad news. The name hit in three locations,” Hillary said.

      “Okay, but what does that mean for tracking him down?”

      “Reed was smart about the whole thing. Just the fact that he used an alias to rent the car proves that. The problem with it popping up with four different locations is that it means he booked four different places under the same name.”

      “So, we just search each and every one of them until we find him. It’s not that big of a problem; it just means it’s going to take us a little longer than we thought,” Ivy said.

      Hillary smiled. “I like where your mind is, but that’s not the biggest problem we’re going to run into. See, if he’s smart enough to book four places under the alias, that means he’s probably not alone.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He’s probably got scouts at each of the different locations. If we go barging in on the wrong one, he’s going to know we’re getting close, and that could be bad news for Danny. Now, I know you want to find him, and so do I, but we’re going to have to be a lot smarter this time around. We don’t want Danny to pay for our mistake.”

      Ivy knew her friend was right, and her stomach churned. She didn’t want to think about anything happening to her son, and definitely not because of her. They were going to need a plan if they were going to move forward with finding Reed, and she wasn’t sure where to start. There were only two of them, and they couldn’t be in all four places at once. She felt like she was going to cry and pushed her palms into her forehead as she tried to think about what to do next.

      “Hey, we’re going to figure this out,” Hillary promised.

      “How? I just don’t see how we’re going to make our next move, and I know you’re right about Danny having to pay the consequence of whatever we do next.”

      “We’re not out of moves just yet. Reed might be smart, but he’s not you and me.”

      “Then what in the hell are we going to do?” Ivy muttered.

      “We’re going to be smart, and we’re going to outplay this bastard. If he thinks he can try to make a game out of all of this, then we’re going to figure out what we can do without putting Danny in danger.”

      “You make it sound like it’s just going to be that easy.”

      “It’s not going to be easy, but I do have an idea. We can still scope out all four spots. We just can’t go in and give up our position. We’re close to figuring out where he is. I can feel it.”

      “So, we’re just going to park on the street and hope we see something?”

      “Sort of, but not exactly. We have room to maneuver here. See, two of the four locations are in more populated areas, which means they’re going to be busier than most less-populated areas.”

      “I guess we can try to fit in with the area, but I still don’t see how he won’t spot us even like that.”

      “No, that’s not what I meant. Populated areas have more cameras, so all I have to do is hack into the places around each location and see what the cameras pick up. We won’t even have to put ourselves in a position to get caught, and Danny will be safe.”

      “That’s going to help, but it still doesn’t solve the problem of finding which one he’s going to be at. Getting the live feeds is one thing, but knowing where to look is the biggest issue. Plus, that still leaves two other locations without cameras.”

      “I’m trying to come up with the best possible situation here, but I don’t know what else to do,” Hillary said. “I’m open to suggestions if you have anything else.”

      Ivy grew quiet. She was trying to think of anything that would make finding Reed easier, and they were running out of time. While paying the ransom was still on the table, there was no reason they wouldn’t just take the money and hurt Danny in spite of receiving it. She wasn’t sure what they were going to do next, but they needed to have a better plan than only being able to view two locations.

      “We’re going to need to come up with something, but the only thing I can think of is getting some kind of eyes in the sky.”

      “Unless you’re going to grow some wings and fly around, I don’t know what we’re going to do about that,” Hillary said.

      “Not us, but something that won’t be spotted too easily. If we can get some kind of look from above, then I think we can figure this out. We just can’t chance getting caught, right?”

      “I guess we could use some drones, but then we still have to deal with going to each location and setting them up. We’re still taking a chance that we get spotted before we find him.”

      “I didn’t think of that. God, I wish we had some kind of satellite access that we could pull a feed from,” Ivy muttered.

      Hillary laughed. “You’re a damn genius, you know that?”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “Well, I can’t exactly get satellite access, though I wish I could. I can hack into other drones in the area and pull the information they have.”

      “Are there going to be drones around here at this time of night?” Ivy asked.

      “Not just the private ones, but the military and police as well. If there is any kind of drone within our radius, I can hack the system and pull all the footage. That’s going to include anything that was flying around within the last few hours.”

      “You can do all of that?”

      “Well, it’s going to take me some time to do, but yeah. It’s no different than hacking into any other computer system, but I’ll have to configure my program a little differently in order to process the information. I can’t believe I didn’t think about it when you mentioned drones. Well, done, Ivy.”

      While Ivy had no idea what the woman was talking about, she was glad she had made the comment out loud. Hillary had once again proven to be invaluable in finding Danny. The room grew quiet, aside from the cackling sounds from the fire and Hillary typing away on her keyboard.

      Her friend had used her computer skills several times to do things that Ivy never thought would be possible, and as she watched Hillary thumping away on the computer, she found herself wishing she had some of those same skills herself. She didn’t know how many times they would have come in handy in the past.

      “So, what exactly are you doing right now?” Ivy asked, sitting down next to her friend.

      “Right now, I’m tracking anything that put out a signal equivalent to a camera feed. Then, I’ll see about pulling the feed back to my laptop.”

      “How far back can you go with this program?”

      “It’s more than just a program. See, I can use the program to look for the signals. Then, it’s just a matter of deciphering what is what. Once I figure out the signals and pull the feed, I’ll be able to do more. Realistically speaking, as long as the drone’s memory hasn’t been wiped, I can go back a few days.”

      “I never knew that was possible. I thought each one would have its own scrambled signal.”

      Hillary chuckled. “What you think might be private, I find more of a challenge, but I’m still more than capable of pulling it out. If I come across anything scrambled, I just have to run it through another program, and I’ll still be able to pull the feed.”

      “So, you’re not just looking for signals in the air?”

      “I am, but not just the signal alone. The signal will tell me if they’ve run the drone within the last few days. Think of it like a saved flight plan. I can use that information to see if it’s been uploaded online. I can access it from there.”

      “Wow. Basically, what you’re saying is that there really is no privacy anymore.”

      Hillary laughed. “Hell no. That’s been gone since the age of technology started. If it’s been hooked up to the internet, anyone who knows what they’re doing can have access.”

      “Even those doorbell cameras out now?”

      “Well, those are probably up there with the easiest to hack. I wouldn’t recommend anyone purchasing something like that, but if it makes them feel safe, I can’t argue their point. Like I said, anything that’s linked to the internet can be viewed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Hillary had gone to work on hacking into any of the online sites that would have received information from nearby drones. Ivy had no idea what she was doing, but she knew what the end result would be. Her friend had proven over time that she had a knack for getting information that was supposed to be hidden from the public, and she decided that it would be best if she finally started to reply to her family, who had messaged her several times.

      Ivy knew her parents and sister were just as worried as she was, but she tried to do everything she could to put their minds at ease. She got up to get Hillary a cup of coffee between replying to texts. It was the least she could do for all the hard work that her friend was doing. While Ivy didn’t know what she was doing on a computer, Hillary was pounding away at the keyboard and making what she was doing look easy. She chuckled as she watched her. It wasn’t every day she got to see a master hacker at work.

      Her phone chimed with a reply from her sister. She had to assure Ursula that she was safe and not doing anything too crazy. Though she knew she wasn’t being entirely honest about the latter. There wasn’t any need to worry them more than they already were, and trying to explain what they were doing would just make everything worse. While explaining to her family would have been much easier over the phone, she wasn’t in the mood to talk over the phone and continued not answering their calls.

      Ivy was worried about Danny, and talking to her family would make it all feel more real than she was ready to accept. When her sister called for a third time, she quickly rejected the call and typed a message to Ursula, letting her know she was busy and she would call as soon as she had some new information. A moment later, Regina was calling. She only answered to find out where the woman was with the ransom.

      “How’s everything going on your end, Regina?”

      “It all went just as expected. I was only calling to let you know that we just landed, and we’re on our way back to the house. We have exactly what the kidnapper is asking for.”

      “Great. I still can’t thank you enough for doing this. I just want to get Danny back home.”

      Regina sighed. “We all do, dear. That’s why we’re doing this. Harvey and I will be back at the house shortly. Is there anything else we can do to help?”

      “No. Though, I would say it would be for the best if you locked the cash up as soon as you get there. We shouldn’t take any chances with it since they were already able to get into the pool house. I wouldn’t put it past anyone to break in and try to steal it now.”

      “All right. Well, if something comes up and you need us for anything, don’t hesitate to let us know. We just want to help get him back home as fast as possible.”

      “Right now, Hillary and I are still working a few different avenues. I’m waiting to hear about where the ransom drop will be, but I’ll let you know as soon as I know,” Ivy said.

      “Until you find that out, we’ll make sure the money is secured and safe.”

      Ivy thanked the woman again and promised to call as soon as they heard anything. The call with Regina only made her think about Danny more. Her little boy was with someone he didn’t know; it made Ivy sick to her stomach to think about it. She quickly closed her eyes and said a prayer for her son. She prayed that God would protect him and calm him. Before she finished, she asked that her son be watched over and protected.

      She felt more relaxed when she opened her eyes but never stopped thinking about her son. That quickly moved forward to thinking about his father, Orien. So many things would have been different if he had been there with them, but he never got that opportunity. His life was taken before he even got to know his son or that they were having a boy. Ivy missed him at that moment, more than she had in years.

      “All right, I think I have the first address pulled up. I have a few good angles on some street cameras if you’re ready to take a look with me.”

      “I’m definitely ready. I hope we don’t have to go through all four sites to find him. I just want this to be over with,” Ivy said.

      Hillary sighed. “You and me both, honey. The sooner we get Danny back home, the better it will be for all of us. Now, have a seat next to me, and we’ll watch through the feeds together. Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

      Ivy nodded and took her place next to Hillary. It felt good knowing they were getting closer to finding her son, but she knew time was running out for all of them, Danny in particular. As she looked up at the monitor, she noticed the feed was of a house. She could tell it was in an area with a long row of houses close together. It was something most people would see in older and smaller country towns.

      At first, it didn’t look like anything was out of the ordinary. It was just a small townhouse surrounded by other houses just like it. Suddenly, Hillary paused the screen. Ivy didn’t know what she was looking at for the first few seconds, but then it jumped out at her. Before she could say anything, her friend pointed at the screen, and Ivy gasped.

      A man was peeking out a window on the top floor. Neither of them could make out the man’s face, but they were sure it wasn’t Samuel Reed. The hair color wasn’t right, and the overall size of the man didn’t fit the description of who they were looking for. While she had hoped that the first location would be the one they would find Danny in, it didn’t seem like it was going to work out that way.

      “I think you know what I’m going to say, but do you think that’s the house they’re keeping Danny in?” Ivy asked.

      “I wish I could say I thought it was, but I don’t think so. If I know anything about crooks like this, he’s going to want to keep an eye on him in person. If he’s not at the location with Danny, he’s going to be close by.”

      “That’s what I was thinking as well, but why wouldn’t this house be a good place to keep him? It’s got easy access to the alleyways, and he could escape fairly quickly with the several exit points here,” Ivy said, pointing at the screen.

      “You’re right about that, but there are a few other factors that he’s going to take into account here,” Hillary replied.

      “Like what?”

      “Well, you’re right about him wanting to be able to make a quick exit, but this is a really public area, and he won’t want to draw attention to himself. It’s a busy place, and it’s also a decently sized tourist area. I’m pretty sure this is a decoy house, so we’re going to have to keep looking.”

      “I was really hoping this would be the one,” Ivy said.

      “I was hoping for the same thing, but there’s still a good chance we’ll find him on the next one. Just take a deep breath and let me work my magic.”

      Ivy felt a slight amount of disappointment, but she wasn’t going to give up quite so easily. Her son was waiting for her to find him, and she wasn’t going to let him down. She took a deep breath and tried to regain her composure. They were on the verge of finding her son, and they couldn’t stop looking yet.

      While it felt like every avenue they followed led them to a dead end, Ivy knew they were onto something. If they could just find the right camera and locate Reed, then they’d get to Danny and bring him back home. She thought about calling Ursula just to talk to someone close to her, but she didn’t want to worry her sister.

      She sighed under her breath and wished Orien was there with her. He’d know how to calm her back down, just like he’d done a hundred times before. The problem she had with thinking like that was he was gone. Besides her family and Hillary, she was on her own to find her son, and she wasn’t going to let her mind get in the way of doing just that.
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      With the time moving slowly by, Ivy couldn’t help but think about what Danny must be feeling. Though it had only been an hour since they had first started going through the footage, it must have been an eternity for her son. There was no telling the emotional damage that was being done by the kidnappers, and she wondered at times if he would ever be able to recover from the ordeal.

      As she continued to fear for Danny, she knew there were only about ten hours before the handoff would take place. She recalled the information they had given her during the call, and Ivy anticipated the call. The kidnappers had told her they would call her with the exchange location an hour before the handoff would take place, but it felt like it was years away.

      Ivy took a deep breath and tried not to think about it. There wasn’t time to sit around and worry about the things she couldn’t control, and doing what she could to find her son was something she could control. Hillary was still going through every resource she could find on her laptop, but the conversation had died down earlier when she started to focus all her energy on the search at hand, leaving Ivy lost in her own thoughts.

      She stood up and stretched. Her body was exhausted, and it had been a while since she had gotten even a few minutes of sleep. Still, she knew whatever they were putting her son through was much worse than whatever she was feeling. Glancing out the window, she could tell that the sun would be coming out soon. Ivy looked down at her phone. The clock was still ticking.

      Ivy continued to pace back and forth as she waited for Hillary to say anything. Though she couldn’t help but be anxious to hear something, she tried to keep her distance so that her friend could continue to work. The anticipation was starting to get to her, and her mind drifted back to Danny.

      She knew he had spent another night away from her. Though there were times that her parents would keep him for a few nights, it was rare, and she was never far away. Even on those rare occasions, he could reach her on the phone, and her parents would always make sure he called to say goodnight. Her heart ached to have her son in her arms once again. She knew when she found Danny and brought him back home, she’d probably never let him out of her sight again, at least for a little while.

      As she tried to steer her thoughts away from how scared Danny must be, Ivy thought about her lack of sleep. It had been days since she had a solid night’s sleep, but there wasn’t a chance she would lay down until she knew her son was safe and sound at home. Her body ached from the lack of rest she had given it and the amount of caffeine she had taken in. Still, adrenaline kept her on pace with Hillary as the woman continued clacking away at the keys on her keyboard.

      Ivy tried to focus on whatever she could to keep her mind busy. She knew thinking about the worst-case scenario with Danny wasn’t doing either one of them any good. Glancing over at Hillary, she was surprised to find the woman standing up and stretching. Her friend looked her way and nodded for her to join her again. Ivy complied and sat next to the woman hacking the cameras all over the area.

      “Do you have something?” Ivy asked, sitting down beside her.

      “I have access to some cameras at the second location. I hoped it would be easier to get in, but it took much longer than I had expected. I think they just spent more money on their security.” Hillary chuckled.

      “Is it because it’s in a different area, or they just had more money to spend on security than in the first place?”

      “A little of both, I suppose. It took a little time, but we’re still going to get a good visual of the area, and we’re still making better time than we would have if we had to travel to each area and risk being seen. This one is in a more secluded area, though. I think that played a big part in it. Plus, the only camera I could find was a door cam about five houses away.”

      “Are we going to be able to see anything that far out?”

      Hillary smiled. “See, the thing about the more secluded areas is that they can afford better equipment than others. It took longer to get into than I had hoped, but the quality is going to be better, and we’ll be able to work with it, even at that range.”

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Ivy asked. “Were you able to find anything?”

      “At first, I didn’t see much. I went through the past five days of video before I caught anything at all, and even then, I wasn’t sure I was actually getting anywhere.”

      Ivy sighed. “If we’re not getting anywhere by doing this, then what the hell are we doing?”

      “Take a deep breath, Ivy. I know everything is stressful right now, but none of this time is being wasted right now. This is the best way we can go about finding Danny, and we’re going to do just that.”

      She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. While she knew Hillary was right, it didn’t change the fact that she was worried about her son. The only thing that kept going through her mind was that he was out there alone and afraid, but she needed to focus.

      “You’re right, and I’m sorry for snapping. What did you find?”

      “I want you to prepare yourself for what I’m about to say,” Hillary said. “I know you think this is just a waste of time, but we’ve been able to eliminate two locations. The only film I could get on the second location was two men going into the house three days ago.”

      “With the camera being so far away, could you even tell if it was Reed?”

      “Yeah, but I think this one is another bust as well. They were carrying boxes in, but no sign of Danny or Samuel Reed.”

      “So, another waste of time?”

      “Not necessarily. We have now eliminated two spots, so we’re down to two.”

      Ivy stood up and started to pace again. Her son was being held by people who had no business having anything to do with children, and she felt like they were sitting around wasting time. While the chance of them getting caught by looking into the places in person was high, she still felt like they could be doing more. Suddenly, she couldn’t control the anger building up inside of her, and she snapped.

      “This is taking too damn long. We could just as easily head out and look at the last two in less time than sitting around here typing on the computer.”

      Hillary sighed. “The risk is too high if we do that.”

      “Is there anything else we could be doing right now?” Ivy seethed. “I mean, Danny is out there, and he’s scared and alone. He needs us to find him.”

      “Yes, he does. That’s exactly what we are doing right now. I know it feels like it’s taking forever, but this is the best way to do it. If we had driven around to each location and tried to stay under the radar, it would have taken a lot longer to have the information we have now.”

      “Yeah, but at least I would feel like I’m doing something and not just sitting here doing nothing.”

      “I know it’s hard, but you have to remember that we wouldn’t be trying to just keep a low profile from Reed. The cops are all over you right now, too. Plus, we’ve made it a hell of a lot further than they have.”

      Ivy took a deep breath and sighed. “You’re right. I’m sorry I snapped, but I just want to find my son. I feel so lost right now.”

      “It doesn’t help that you’re stressing out and haven’t slept in days. I get it, and I’d feel the same way, but Danny needs us to focus and not freak out right now. We’re going to find him.”

      Ivy nodded and dropped her head. Without hesitation, Hillary got up and hugged her. Tears began to swell in her eyes as she tried to hold them back.

      “I promise we’re going to find Danny, all right. Whatever it takes, we’re going to do it. Now is not the tie to start losing hope. We’re closer now than we have been, and on the positive side, we only have two more locations. We’ve already done half the work.”
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      Ivy stayed sitting next to Hillary. Not only did she want to see what the woman was doing, but she was tired and didn’t feel like walking around any longer. The energy she felt when the adrenaline was flowing through her veins was slowly wearing off. She was tired, and she knew it. The lack of sleep and up-and-down levels of worry were starting to wear on her, but Danny needed her to be alert.

      As she watched her friend continue to hack the third location, she sipped on another cup of coffee. Ivy still felt bad for snapping at Hillary, but her friend took it well and was able to calm her back down. After all, she was right. There were only two locations left to look into, and losing hope now would only allow the kidnappers to win. They were going to find her son and make the people who took him pay for their mistake.

      While she continued to think about her son, she was ripped from her thoughts when Hillary’s phone started to ring. She had been so deep in thought that she jumped when the ringtone screamed next to her. Hillary quickly stopped what she was doing and picked up her phone, but she didn’t answer it.

      “What in the hell is that?” Ivy asked.

      “That’s the app I put on my phone that listens in to the police scanners nearby. It’s an alert that an all-out call is going out to the local police.”

      Ivy nodded as Hillary turned up the volume on her phone. They both listened as the dispatcher put the call out over the radio. Suddenly, Ivy’s heart dropped when they heard the cruisers were being directed to a familiar address. There had been an intruder who had broken into a local residence, and the address that blared over the speaker was none other than Regina’s.

      The initial shock caused her heart to start racing, and she quickly pulled up her phone and looked for Regina’s number. Her hands were trembling to the point that she could barely keep ahold of her phone, but when Hillary touched her shoulder, it calmed her enough to dial the number. After several rings, there wasn’t an answer, and the anxiety came flooding back.

      “We need to get over there and check on the two of them,” Ivy said.

      “That’s not a good idea.”

      “Why not?”

      Hillary sighed. “Just because there has been a break-in at Regina’s house doesn’t mean you’re going to be forgiven for what you’ve been running around doing. Those cops don’t care about anything other than putting you behind bars right now. If we show up on the property, you’ll be taken away in cuffs faster than you can blink.”

      “But the intruder could have done something to them or even gotten to the ransom. What in the hell do they expect me to do, just sit on my hands?”

      “They don’t want you anywhere near this, but Danny doesn’t need you in cuffs. There’s nothing we can do right now except keep looking for Reed. If the intruder got the ransom, we need to focus on our search even more.”

      Ivy knew her friend was right, but she still felt like she needed to do something. Regina and Harvey weren’t bad people, no matter how dumb their mistakes had been. She wanted to help them and find out what she could about the ransom money, but only one person came to mind that could assist her, and she didn’t want to put any trust in what the man had to say. The problem was that she didn’t feel like she had a choice if she wanted answers. Ivy sighed and dialed a number on her phone. Putting it on speaker, she waited for Henry to answer.

      “Hey, Ivy. Any word on Danny yet?”

      His voice made her shiver. It wasn’t just the things he had done in the past, but something about the man made her feel sick. Still, he had proven he wasn’t lying to her when he warned her that Regina was planning to do something, and now, she needed his help. Ivy still didn’t feel right about it, but there wasn’t time to think of another plan.

      “Nothing yet, but I need to ask you something. Where are you right now?” Ivy asked.

      “Right now, I’m still helping with the door-to-door search. Doesn’t seem like anyone has seen anything, but I didn’t know what else I could do to help.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re getting your hands dirty and not having the help do the looking.”

      Henry chuckled. “That was a bit of a low blow, but I’ll suck it up, I guess. Now, why did you want to know where I was? Is there something I can do for you?”

      “If there’s any possible way for you to get over to Regina’s, I need you to get over there as soon as possible.”

      He paused. “Is everything all right?”

      “I don’t know, but she’s not answering her phone. We heard something come over the radio about a break-in, but I can’t get an answer when I call her phone.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll head over there right now and find out what’s going on.”

      “As soon as you figure something out, let me know. I’m kind of freaking out right now with everything else that’s happened. Call me back when you know something.”

      “I can do that,” Henry said. “Hey, before I go. I’ve heard everyone is looking for you, too. Where are you, and who are you with?”

      “It doesn’t matter where I am right now or who I’m with, for that matter. I’m safe and looking for anything that can lead us to where they are keeping Danny. Right now, though, I need to know what is going on with Regina. That’s all.”

      “I already told you I’ll take care of that, but I just wanted to make sure you were all right. Sounds like the police are looking for you and Danny right now,” Henry said.

      “I’m sure they are, but they’re not going to get that information just yet, not until I have a better idea where Danny is, or he’s home safely again.”

      He chuckled. “I don’t blame you there. I’ve never trusted the cops, either.”

      “Well, we have two completely different reasons for that. Now, will you please get over to Regina’s and let me know what in the hell is going on over there?”

      “I’m getting in the car now, and I’ll call you as soon as I know something. Ivy, take a deep breath. We’re going to find Danny, and you’ll have your son home soon. I can feel it.”

      “I hope so.”

      Ivy thanked Henry for doing her a favor and quickly ended the call. While she still had doubts about the man, he quickly became her ally. When she looked back up at Hillary, she could tell she wasn’t happy about her calling him. Hillary had her own thoughts about Henry, and she couldn’t blame her friend for being suspicious of him.

      “Are you sure that was a good idea?” Hillary asked. “I mean, do you really want to put your trust in the guy who ended up getting Orien thrown in jail in the first place?”

      “I didn’t have anyone else to call. Besides, you’re right. If that ransom was taken from the house, then it’s going to be up to us to get Danny back.”

      Hillary sighed. “Yeah, but it’s Henry we’re talking about here.”

      “Look, he hasn’t shown me anything but respect. Until he gives me a reason not to believe him, I’m going to get what I can from him.”

      “I guess you’re right, but I wouldn’t drop my guard if I were you. I’m just saying that he only does what he wants to do and not unless he has a reason to do it.”

      Ivy knew her friend was still upset with her, but Hillary went back to the work she was doing on the computer. She knew their time was running out and that Henry was the only way she was going to find out anything about what had happened to Regina, but she couldn’t help but feel like she was doing something wrong.

      She walked back to the kitchen and poured them both another cup of coffee. Caffeine was the only thing keeping them both motivated, but if the circumstances were any different, she’d be pouring them both shots of liquor instead. Ivy quickly made her way back to Hillary and took a seat next to her, handing her the cup of coffee. Their work was far from over, and Danny needed them if he was going to get back home safely. She glanced at the time and knew they were starting to run out of it.
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      The pair spent another twenty minutes looking through the drone footage and never saw Danny or Reed on the screen. Ivy was beginning to lose hope. Not the kind of hope that she would find her son, but the hope that Hillary’s plan was going to work. She suddenly found herself wishing they would have done it her way. It would have been more dangerous, but the results might have been quicker. Still, they were starting to run out of time, and they had only managed to eliminate a few possibilities of where they might find Danny.

      “This isn’t working,” Ivy muttered.

      “We don’t have any other choice. I know we were both hoping this would be the one, but we also knew there would be a chance it wouldn’t.”

      “I know, but there isn’t much time before they get ahold of us for the ransom drop. I just…I need a minute.”

      Hillary didn’t say anything, but she nodded. Ivy stood up, walked over to the window, and looked out. It was close to the time for the sun to come up, but even without it rising, she could see the gray, and a small chill rushed through her body. She knew they were only a few hours before the kidnappers would contact her with the location, and she still hadn’t heard anything from Regina.

      Since the time they had heard about the break-in to now, she hadn’t gotten any news from Regina, Harvey, or even Henry. Henry was supposed to get in touch with her the moment he heard anything, and now she was starting to worry more. As the minutes passed, she could only think about Danny being out there in the cold.

      “Do you think he’s warm?” Ivy asked.

      Hillary sighed. “You know, the way I see it, they’d be crazy not to keep him fed and warm. I’m sure he’s doing just fine. He’s a strong and resilient little guy.”

      “How can you be so sure about that?”

      “I just know how you are, and I’m sure you raised him to be tough. I know you, Ivy. He’s going to pull through this, and so are you.”

      “I hope you’re right, but I’m still worried. We haven’t been able to find anything on our end, and I still haven’t heard anything back from Regina.”

      “Henry hasn’t contacted you back yet?” Hillary asked.

      “I haven’t heard from him since I hung up earlier. I’m starting to worry about the whole thing over there. If someone broke into the place and took the ransom money, then we have nothing left.”

      “Then we work harder to find him. Going through all this footage might not give us the answers we want, but it is getting us closer to Danny.”

      Ivy sighed. “Maybe, but I need to get over to Regina’s and find out what is going on. We should head over there and see for ourselves.”

      “No, that’s not a good idea. You know the cops are going to be keeping their eyes on the house, so you’ll be arrested the moment you step out of the car,” Hillary said.

      “I need to know what’s going on. Whatever happened to her, no one is answering. I can’t even think straight right now. Between Danny being kidnapped and all the dead ends we keep coming up with here, I don’t know what to do. I know something happened at Regina’s, but I need to know what.”

      “Look, I know you have a lot on your plate right now, and you’ve been holding yourself up really well, but now is not the time to lose focus. We buckle down on the film, and we find Danny. That’s what is going to be best for everyone.”

      “What good is that going to do if we end up not seeing anything and the ransom is gone? I just need to make sure Regina is all right and that the money is safe. Then, I’ll come back here, and we can find Danny. You just stay here and keep working, and if you happen to see something, you let me know right away.”

      Hillary took a deep breath and sighed. “I guess you’re right. If you’re not going to be able to think straight until you get answers, maybe you should head over there and see what you can learn. I’ll keep plugging away at this.”

      “Thank you. I promise I’ll let you know as soon as I know something.”

      “Just do me a favor, will you?”

      “What’s that?” Ivy asked.

      “I’ll agree to let you go to Regina’s, but you have to promise me you’ll be careful and watch your ass. I know the police will be all over her property, and I need you not to get caught.”

      “I’ll do my best, but I have to know what’s going on with Regina. If something happened to her, then I need to know.”

      “I know. Just make sure you don’t get yourself picked up, all right?”

      Ivy nodded, knowing she was taking a big risk by going to Regina’s. Still, she knew something wasn’t right. Regina wouldn’t go that long without getting ahold of her, especially with Danny missing. She wasn’t sure what to think, but she was glad Hillary finally had agreed to let her go. Her heart started racing the moment she started thinking about it all. The one question that remained the biggest mystery was why Henry hadn’t called like he said he would.

      She quickly grabbed her coat and headed out the front door. The weather hadn’t changed much over the past few hours, so Ivy knew she’d have to be careful on the icy roads. The rental Hillary was driving seemed to be handling well, but she didn’t want to take the chance of driving off into the ditch. Taking her time, she maneuvered through the roads and moved in the direction of Regina’s house.

      The roads were practically empty, but she didn’t want to take any chance of getting pulled over or caught by whatever police would still be out patrolling the area. Her mind was racing with different outcomes of what she would find, but she quickly pushed the negative thoughts from her mind. It couldn’t be as bad as she was making it out to be, and she was sure there was a good reason that no one was answering her calls.

      Ivy crept through town and tried not to draw attention to herself. Though the roads were icy, she knew pulling right up to Regina’s driveway wasn’t an option. She found a small parking lot down the road from the house and parked the car. She’d have to go on foot the rest of the way, and she sighed when she got out of the vehicle. The cool air quickly tightened her lungs, and she was sure it was colder out than it had been the night before.

      Pulling her coat tight around her neck, she started walking toward the house. She was determined to find out what was going on, but she wouldn’t chance getting arrested in the process. She had done everything to ensure that wouldn’t happen, but Ivy didn’t know what she would find when she arrived at Regina’s.

      When she was within a block of the property, she could tell there were cops all over. A few cruisers were parked at the end of the driveway, along with several more on the street. Ivy saw a few officers walking in her direction, and she quickly ducked into the bushes beside her. As she stayed low and out of sight of the police, she made her way to the back of the house and quietly entered the back door.

      Standing in the kitchen, she could see movement all through the house. Ivy wasn’t sure what was going on, but she was going to find out one way or another. Suddenly, she spotted Regina walking past the kitchen door. She felt relief rush over her. There was some peace in knowing the woman was alive and well, but with the police covering almost every inch of the house, she needed to know what had actually happened.

      Finally, after waiting several more minutes, she spotted Regina again and let out a low whistle to grab her attention. Looking up, Regina gave her a half smile, and then her face went pale. Ivy could tell something was wrong as the woman walked through the kitchen and right up to her. Her heart started to sink when she realized, before the woman said a word, what they had been robbed of.

      “What happened, Regina?” Ivy whispered. “I heard the call go over the radio, but I haven’t been able to find out anything.”

      Regina looked at the floor and sighed. “I don’t know how to say this, but someone came in and held us at gunpoint.”

      “What did they take?”

      “All of it, Ivy. They took all of it. The ransom is gone, and I don’t know what to do.”
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      Though Ivy had already known the ransom money had possibly been stolen, it came as a shock when Regina said it. There were already so many things going wrong that she froze in place. Nothing had started happening to her until she let Regina back in her life, and now she was left to wonder if the woman ever had the money in the first place. Was everything that had happened just a ploy for her to take her son from her? Anger flooded through her veins as she looked at the woman. At that moment, she didn’t recognize the look of fear written on Regina’s face. She didn’t care.

      “So, you take my son in the middle of the night and try to tell me you had nothing to do with it. Then, he gets taken from your pool house, supposedly right after you checked in on him. Now, you’re telling me the only way I can get him back has been taken from you?”

      “We tried to get the robber to take anything else, but they wouldn’t listen. They wanted the money and forced Harvey to open the safe,” Regina muttered.

      “Did you even have the ransom money in the first place?” Ivy seethed.

      “Yes. Of course, we had all the money together, and we were just waiting for you to tell us when you needed it.”

      “Right, and I’m just supposed to believe you, even if there’s no proof that the money was ever here?”

      “Why would I lie to you, Ivy? I want to get Danny home as much as you do, and I can’t believe you would accuse me of such an act.”

      Ivy scoffed. “You honestly don’t know why I would think that way after you and Harvey took Danny straight from my home? Ever since then, it’s been a race to find him and get him back. Now suddenly, you expect me not to think you’re in on this somehow. Cut the crap, Regina. Tell me where in the hell my son is.”

      “I don’t know,” Regina said, raising her voice. “I wish I could tell you, but I don’t have a clue—”

      As Ivy started to interrupt the woman, she heard a commotion coming from one of the other rooms. Before she had the chance to move, two cops entered the room and instantly pulled their guns and told her not to move. With everything going on, she wasn’t about to let them arrest her. She had promised Hillary she wouldn’t get caught, and her son was going to need her now more than ever.

      Without hesitating, Ivy made a move toward the back door and out of reach of one of the lunging officers trying to grab her. She ran through the backyard and straight to the parking lot she had left the car in. Ivy wanted to stay and get the truth from Regina, but it wasn’t the time to get herself thrown in jail.

      With officers still hot on her trail, she quickly got into the car and started it, peeling out of the parking lot and back to the cabin where Hillary would be waiting for her. She felt like she was going to be sick. Nothing was making sense other than that the whole second kidnapping was a ploy from Regina to take Danny from her. It wasn’t going to happen, and she was going to make sure of it. Lost in her thoughts, Ivy took a corner too fast, and the car slid sideways. Panic gripped her as she tried to regain control. She looked up in time to see a tree coming directly toward the windshield, and she slammed on the brakes and cranked the wheel. The power slide worked, and Ivy was back on the road.

      Her heart was still pounding as she heard the sirens fading away in the distance. A few minutes later, she was pulling into the cabin driveway. The only thing on her mind at that moment was finding Danny by any means necessary. As soon as she walked back through the cabin door, Hillary greeted her.

      “I’ve been seeing some movement at the fourth location. It’s not a lot, but it’s something.”

      Ivy sighed. “Any sign of Reed in that footage?”

      “No, but there are a lot of people going in and out. It’s something to keep an eye on. I don’t think it will be much longer before we catch a glimpse of Reed moving around.”

      “I was really hoping you had something.”

      “I know, but we’re getting close. What did you find out about Regina?”

      Ivy scoffed. “It’s exactly like I thought. The ransom is what they took, so it’s up to us to find Danny before the timer runs out. I guess they were held at gunpoint, and the robber made Harvey open the safe and then took everything.”

      “Seriously? I was hoping you were just being overly worried about it. I have a contact who can get us some fake bills, but if we don’t have the time, maybe we can get something else together that will look like the cash,” Hillary said.

      “What would something like that look like?”

      “Well, we can cut out some paper that would be in the shape of the bills and mix it in with some real bills. If not, we can just go there with a bag of nothing and hope they show their faces before they try to count the money.”

      Ivy sighed. “I don’t know if that will work, but we’ll try it if we have to. I just wish this wasn’t happening. Nothing that’s happened thus far makes any sense. I wish I would have never contacted Regina.”

      “I know, but there’s nothing that can change the past. I promise we’re not giving up until we find your son.”

      Ivy grew quiet. Danny was still out there, and she could do nothing for him, but she wasn’t giving up. Nothing was going to stop her from finding her son and bringing him back home. She still wasn’t sure she could trust that Regina wasn’t a part of everything somehow. The kidnapping, the second kidnapping, their relationship with Reed, and now the money being gone. There were too many coincidences to ignore.

      Suddenly, her phone started to ring. After not hearing from anyone in so long, it made her jump. She quickly pulled it up and glanced at the caller ID. Ivy was relieved to see the call was coming from her mother and answered it.

      “Hey, Mom. I’m glad you called me. How is everything going with the door-to-door search?”

      “It’s going really well, but we haven’t been able to get anything that’s actually useful.”

      Ivy sighed. “I didn’t think we would have much luck on that side of it, but I’m glad you got everyone out there to look anyway. Never know what kind of information you might find.”

      “I was hoping we would have more luck, but we’re working around the clock, and everyone is still in good spirits.”

      Ivy was glad that her mother was keeping herself busy. While they did see eye to eye on how to investigate Danny’s abduction, they both were putting in hard work to find him. She thought for a moment about explaining things on her end, but she knew it would only make her worry more. Kendra was a strong woman, but there wasn’t any need to concern her with things that were out of both of their control.

      “Well, it’s good to know that there are still good people out there willing to help in our search.”

      Kendra sighed. “I wish you were here with us right now, but I know you’re doing what you feel like you have to. We just want Danny back home safely.”

      “That’s what we’re all working on. We just happen to have different opinions on how that looks.”

      She laughed. “Like mother, like daughter. You always were hardheaded like I was when I was your age.”

      Ivy chuckled. “We’re both doing what we need to do. Keep up the work. Hopefully, someone out there saw something that will help us find Danny.”

      Ivy gave her mother her love and asked that she pass the same love along to her father. She knew her parents were working hard to find out anything that could lead to Danny, and she was thankful to both of them. Suddenly, she heard the computer that Hillary was working from chime. She quickly glanced over at the monitor and was shocked to see the image on the screen.

      Her heart started to beat faster, and she knew they were close to getting to Danny. The footage on the screen was in slow motion, but that didn’t change the fact that it was easy to see it was Reed. They had his location, and Ivy knew Danny wouldn’t be far from his reach. They knew where he was, which only brought them closer to finding her son.
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      Ivy ended the call with her mother and stared at the monitor. Even when she thought everything was going the way they wanted it, she never thought Hillary’s plan would work. Yet, there they were, staring at the screen and looking right at the man she was sure had taken her son.

      Without hesitating a moment longer, the two jumped into action. Ivy put her coat on, and Hillary quickly did the same. She knew her friend had all the information on the location, but she still wanted to know for herself.

      “You know where that place is?” Ivy asked.

      “I have the address and everything we need to find the place,” Hillary said. “It’s about forty minutes from here.”

      “Let’s go. We’ll take your four-wheel drive. The roads were bad when I was out there and almost hit a tree.”

      Hillary chuckled. “Well, that would have been nice to know, though I’m sure it would have been covered on the insurance.”

      “It was an act of God. What can I say?”

      Ivy smiled, and they both walked out the front door of the cabin. The cold air hit her like a brick, and she shivered as she got into the car. It didn’t take long for them to be on their way down the road, but she couldn’t stop worrying about what would happen next. While she trusted Hillary to handle almost any situation, she couldn’t help but wonder if she should call the police. After all, they would have the manpower they would need to fight Reed and the men he had with him.

      “Do you think we should call the police and let them know what we found?” Ivy asked.

      “Honestly, I don’t think that’s a good idea. If it’s just you and me, I think we have the element of surprise on our side.”

      Ivy sighed. “I’m just worried about being outnumbered, and if I call the police, at least we would have the numbers on our side to take them on.”

      “Maybe, but then you have to look at the other side of making that deal,” Hillary said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you call the police, you have to remember they’re still looking to arrest you. Who’s to say they don’t take their good old time questioning you before they make a move? On top of that, we can’t show up with a bunch of police cruisers and chance spooking Reed and his men.”

      “I didn’t think about that,” Ivy muttered.

      “Don’t worry, girl. I got you. I just don’t want to chance putting Danny in any more danger than he’s already in. Plus, if the cops try to bust into the place, they might try to use him as a human shield. I’m not risking it.”

      Ivy thought about it for a moment and quickly agreed with her friend. It didn’t make sense to endanger her son, and they probably wouldn’t listen to her anyway. As they kept driving down the icy roads, her phone rang. The incoming call from Jim would have to wait. She quickly declined the call and put her phone away. A moment later, her phone rang again, but this time, the call came from her sister.

      “Hey, Ursula. How is everything going on your end?” Ivy asked.

      “As far as the search, none of us have really found anything that would lead us to Danny, but I have to warn you about something else.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “The police have issued a warrant for you. You’ll be arrested on sight if they find you.”

      Ivy wasn’t surprised by the news. She was more surprised that it had taken that long for them to put it out, but she was still angry. The entire reason she had gone off on her own to look for Danny was that she felt like they weren’t doing their jobs, and now they were wasting her time with an arrest warrant.

      “What in the hell is wrong with these people?” Ivy fumed. “I just want to find my son, but they keep putting up roadblocks every time I turn around.”

      “I don’t know, sis, but I’m worried about you and Danny. I know you’re doing everything you can to get him back, but I don’t want you to get thrown in jail over it. What good does that do any of us?” Ursula asked.

      “It’s going to be all right. I promise. We’ve found one of the men we think is involved. We’re close to getting him back; I can feel it. Hillary and I are on the way to the rental now.”

      “Well, we’ve looked almost everywhere in town. The group we’ve had working with us is amazing, and they haven’t stopped yet. The only problem is that we’ve searched the entire town and still have nothing.”

      “I know you’ve been looking everywhere. Mom and Henry both told me how the search was coming along. Speaking of Henry, has he made it back from Regina’s yet?”

      The question was simple enough, but Ivy could tell Ursula was hesitating. A million thoughts entered her mind as she waited for her sister to respond. Was it possible that something had happened to him as well, or was he part of something Regina was trying to do? The wait was getting to her until her sister finally sighed.

      “I don’t know what to say, but Henry wasn’t on the volunteer list. We wanted to make sure we weren’t hitting the same houses twice. So, we made everyone sign in and broke down the area into sections. It made it a lot easier to know what ground was already covered.”

      “So, Henry was never a part of the search?” Ivy asked.

      “He wasn’t on the list, so I’d have to say he wasn’t a part of the search. Plus, I haven’t seen him at all since we started. I don’t know why you thought he was with us, but he wasn’t,” Ursula said.

      Ivy paused but quickly recovered and thanked her sister for the update. They traded their love for each other, and she promised to keep her sister and parents updated as soon as they knew anything.

      After she ended the call, Ivy sat in silence for several minutes. Not only had Henry not called her back, but Ursula also said she had never seen him out with the rest of them. What would he have gained from lying to her? Ivy found herself wondering what else could be going on, but the answers weren’t coming to her. She was confused and worried more with each passing moment.

      Ivy suddenly realized there was more than one group out looking for her son. It was possible Henry had just been in another area where Ursula never saw him. It was the easiest explanation, and she quickly brushed off the thought that he had lied to her. He was just out busily looking for her son, and that was that.

      She didn’t have time to worry about how Regina felt or what Henry was out doing. Finding Danny was the only thing that mattered. Hillary made a sharp right turn. She was quickly tossed to the left and felt the wheels give way on the icy road. They slid for a moment before Hillary recovered, and down the road they went. It was nearly as bad of a slide as when Ivy almost hit the tree earlier, but it was enough to make her sweat for a moment.

      As Ivy looked out over the snow-covered houses they were passing, the GPS sounded off with an alert, and she glanced over at the screen. They were getting closer to their destination, and her heart was already starting to pick up the pace. A ringing in her ears started when the weight of what they were about to get into hit her. They were close to finding the man who had taken her son, but there was no telling what they might run into.

      When the GPS alerted them the rental property was down the next road to the right, Ivy’s heart started to race. It took her a few deep breaths to calm down, but she was anxious to bring Danny back home. Whatever she had to do to make that happen, she was willing to do. Hillary slowly brought the car to a stop and parked on the side of the road.

      She wasn’t sure what the plan was, but it wasn’t something she was worrying about. Hillary was good at what she did, and she was dangerous in her own right. Nothing was going to stop them from getting through the property to bring Danny home. The gravity of the situation was bearing down on her, but she fought it off with the love she had in her heart. Everyone she ever cared about was on her side, looking for her son. Now, they were minutes away from finding him, and though she was nervous, she was happy to see it all coming to an end.
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      They both sat in the car for several moments. Ivy could tell Hillary was thinking about something, but the exact details of what they were going to do still needed to be worked out. While they had a lot of good information from the drones and other cameras in the area, it was still highly likely they were going to run into something neither of them was prepared for.

      “I assume you have some kind of plan for getting through this?” Ivy asked.

      “I can’t honestly say I have a good plan other than not getting caught. I think if we take our time to sneak to the address, we should be able to get in with no problems.”

      “Well, I can’t say that’s a bad plan.” Ivy smiled. “Though I was hoping you had a better idea of how to do this.”

      “Hey now, I’m just doing this off the top of my head. We need to see what we’re looking at. Then I can come up with something better.”

      Ivy just smiled and slowly stepped out of the car. Closing the door quietly behind her, she glanced over at her friend, who was doing the same. Hillary nodded and took the lead. Both of them slowly and carefully made their way through the snow. Most years, when the snow would fall, Ivy was happy to see it coming. Danny loved to play in the snow, and she would usually take him sledding. At that moment, she despised it. With every step that they took, there was a crunching sound beneath their feet. It was hard to keep a low profile with that kind of noise.

      Still, Ivy pushed forward. The thought of being so close to finding Danny kept her moving. The cold air felt like needles stabbing her skin, but within a few moments, they were at the rental.

      They both stopped and looked around. There wasn’t anything unusual, but Ivy could tell right away that something was wrong. The first thing she noticed was that the door was standing wide open. With the temperature of the air being what it was, no one in their right mind would have their door open. The second thing she noticed was that there weren’t any lights on in the house. Her heart dropped. Were they too late?

      Without thinking first, she took off in the direction of the rental. Hillary tried to stop her, but Ivy wasn’t waiting for her friend. The snow made it hard to run very fast, but after a few steps, she had picked up the pace. When Ivy was halfway through the yard, she stumbled. The thick snow softened her landing, but the snow and cold air stabbed her to the bone. The chill sent a shockwave through her system, but she got up and brushed off the snow.

      Ivy raced through the open door and directly into the house. There wasn’t a soul in sight, but she could tell there had been people there. It wasn’t long before she found evidence that Danny had been there at one point or another, and she wanted to scream. The one good lead they had was gone, and Danny and his kidnapper were in the wind once again.

      She couldn’t believe she had failed again. It was starting to feel like every time she was getting closer to finding her son, the rug was being ripped out from underneath her. She felt like she was living in a nightmare, and it was never going to end. Before she could snap herself out of her thoughts, Hillary stepped up next to her and placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “Take a minute if you need to,” Hillary said. “I’m going to look around and see if I can find anything that can tell us where they might have gone.”

      “I-I don’t know how to feel.”

      “This is a lot for anyone, but just because he’s not here doesn’t mean we’re not going to find him. This isn’t the end, okay?”

      Ivy nodded, but she couldn’t respond. As Hillary started to ransack the house looking for clues, she stepped over to the couch and picked up the discarded jacket that belonged to her son. She raised the jacket up to her nose and inhaled. Tears started to build in the corner of her eyes when she realized it still smelled just like Danny. She couldn’t believe she had barely missed them.

      Her son had been in that very house at some point, and Ivy wished they had moved quicker. If they had gotten there sooner, they would likely have found him, and they would have been on their way home already. As it stood, the house was empty, and so far, there wasn’t anything pointing them in the direction of where they had taken him. Even though the door had been left open, Ivy noticed there was still a warmth in the air. Danny’s jacket had been warm to the touch, as well.

      “Hey, Hillary,” Ivy said. “Do you think we missed them by just a few minutes?”

      “I think so. I was just going to say that it still felt kind of warm in here. So, I’d say they were probably here just minutes before we got here. The temperature outside would have quickly caused the temperatures to fall inside the house.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Well, we’re not going to give up just yet. There are still some things going our way.”

      “Like what? I mean, we’ve been chasing down all these leads and we still end up not finding anything.”

      Hillary sighed. “I know it might feel like that because we don’t have Danny back, but I assure you that’s far from the truth. We know they were here just minutes ago and that they had Danny. You’re holding his jacket right now. I’d say we’ve come pretty far.”

      “I guess you’re right. I just wish I understood why this was all happening. I know the reason Regina wanted to take him, but who would do something like this to a child?”

      “Well, they don’t look at life the same way we do. These people will stop at nothing to get what they want. No matter what it does to a child,” Hillary said. “Why don’t you head back to the car and stay there? I’ll call the police and let them handle all of this.”

      “Are you going to stay here until they arrive?”

      Hillary chuckled. “Not a snowball’s chance in hell I’m hanging around for that drama. I’ll meet you at the car in a few minutes, and we’ll be gone before they get here.”

      Ivy shrugged and started to make her way out of the rental. She stopped for a moment and glanced back throughout the rooms, still clutching her son’s jacket. At that moment, she felt like she was losing all hope. If they had been ten minutes earlier, she would have been holding Danny and not just the jacket they’d left behind.

      She squeezed the jacket in her hands and held it close to her chest as she walked out the door. The chill in the air didn’t faze her. Ivy didn’t care about anything as she walked back through the snow and to the waiting car. After a few feet, she glanced back at the ground and noticed numerous footprints and tracks through the snow for the first time.

      She looked at the tracks, knowing they had missed them by a mere few minutes. Suddenly, something caught her eye. Through all the footsteps and other markings in the snow, there was a glint of something barely sticking out of the snow. At first, she ignored it, but she couldn’t get the idea that it could be something important out of her head. Ivy knew they would need something to point them in the right direction if they were going to find her son.

      Ivy sighed and moved toward the glistening object. For all she knew, it could have been nothing at all, but she needed to know what it was before she could make that decision. Slowly, trying not to lose sight of the item she was about to grab, she took a step toward the object. She quickly noticed the chain lying next to it, and she knew it was some kind of necklace. The only thing going through her mind was that it could belong to the kidnapper and that it could give them a clue as to where they went or who else was involved.

      She quickly bent down and grabbed the chain, pulling it out of the snow. The silver chain had a pendant attached that she only noticed after removing it from the ground. When she pulled it out, the pendant was covered in snow, and she started to brush it off to reveal the charm.
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      The pendant on the necklace was of St. Christopher. Ivy remembered that Orien had always worn it, and she had given it to Danny when he was just a few years younger. The thing that confused her the most was that Danny had never really worn the necklace that often.

      As she held the necklace in her hand, she lifted it up to get a better look. It looked exactly like the one she had given to her son, but she still didn’t understand why the boy had been wearing it. The idea that it had been broken off her son’s neck brought tears to her eyes again. She couldn’t understand who would want to hurt her child and why. There was no reason for it.

      She dropped her head and started walking to the car. The entire place would be crawling with police in a matter of minutes, and the last thing she needed was to get caught and arrested. The last few days went through her mind as she walked through the snow. It seemed to consist of nothing but heartache. Each time she felt like she was getting close to her son, fate would rip him from her hands once again.

      Ivy made good time back to the car, even if the deep snow slowed her pace. She opened the car door and got in, shutting it behind her. As she waited for her friend to make her way back to the car, she couldn’t help but feel heartbroken. She had failed her son and her family. Danny was gone, and the only thing she had was his necklace and jacket.

      After several minutes of waiting and feeling hopeless, she saw Hillary making her way toward her. Ivy wasn’t sure if she was in the mood for much conversation, but she knew her friend would understand what she was going through. She heard the car door open, and Hillary jumped in, closing the door behind her quickly.

      “All right, I know this hasn’t gone according to plan, but we’re still making good progress. We only missed them by a few minutes, so they can’t be far ahead of us.”

      “It just seems like dead end after dead end. I want this to be over, for Danny’s sake.”

      Hillary sighed. “I know, and it will be soon. There are still a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “I certainly hope so, because I’m not done looking for him yet. I feel like crap, and it’s starting to feel like all of this is just hopeless, but I know we’re going to find him still.”

      “That’s my girl,” Hillary said, starting the car. “We can go back to the cabin, but I feel like you should stop by your house and check on things.”

      Ivy nodded. “I’d like that, but won’t the cops still be all over my house? I mean, they’re still trying to arrest me.”

      “I know, but we could easily sneak in the backdoor, just like when we left.”

      “Well, I’d appreciate that.”

      Hillary smiled and put the car into drive. A moment later, they were traveling down the road, heading back to Ivy’s house. She couldn’t help but think of all the things that had gone wrong recently, no matter how hard she tried not to. The longer the drive went on, the more she started to feel like everything was her fault again. She blamed herself for bringing Regina into her son’s life and knew none of it would have happened if she hadn’t.

      Still drowning herself in self-doubt and humiliation, Ivy lost track of time and where they were. She was surprised to see that they were nearing her street, and she held her breath as Hillary made the turn toward her house. Shockingly, there wasn’t a police cruiser in sight. So, instead of heading around to the back alley, her friend pulled the car up to the curb in front of her house.

      “This is surprising, but I’m sure they’re all over at the rental now,” Hillary said.

      “It would be nice if they actually found something or tried to do their job.”

      “Hey, are you all right? I know you’re going through hell with all of this, but you seem really down right now.”

      Ivy sighed. “I’ll be fine. It’s just hard to know that we almost had him back there, but I’m pushing through it.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that you feel that way. We’re going to find him, and when we do, everything is going to be just fine.”

      Ivy shrugged. “I hope so.”

      “You just wait and see,” Hillary said. “Would you like me to come in with you?”

      “No, it’s only going to take a few minutes, and I’d like to be alone for a minute.”

      Hillary nodded and said she’d be waiting. She quickly got out of the car and rushed through her front door. Even if the police weren’t there at that moment, she wasn’t going to waste any time and let them find her at home. She took the steps to her son’s room two at a time. When she entered Danny’s room, a flood of emotions grabbed hold of her. The last time he was in the room was the last time she had seen him.

      Ivy sighed out loud and laid her son’s jacket on his bed. When he got home, he’d want it back. Tears started to fill her eyes when she remembered the pendant in her pocket. Gently, she pulled it out and let it dangle between her fingers. The moment she leaned toward his dresser drawer, the tears started to fall. The thought of never seeing her son again was just too much.

      Still holding the pendant in her hand, she gently tugged open the top drawer where her son kept his keepsakes. Most of the items inside would be toys he had fallen in love with over the years, but the pendant was kept inside with the rest of the items. She started to put the pendant in its place but quickly discovered there was already one in the drawer. The St. Christopher medallion on a necklace was lying right where it had always been, and Ivy was stunned.

      She gasped and covered her mouth. Ivy wasn’t sure who the necklace in her hand belonged to, but it wasn’t her son’s or Orien’s. Suddenly, she thought she was onto something. Had she been right about the family? Still shocked at finding the necklace still in the drawer, Ivy jumped when her phone rang.

      Ivy wasn’t sure why she was so startled by the call, but she quickly pulled out her phone. When she saw the incoming call was from Kendra, she ignored it. With everything going on in her head, she wasn’t up for talking to anyone, much less her mother. She was sure Kendra only wanted to check in with her, but the disappointment of not finding Danny at the rental was still fresh on her mind.

      She quickly looked back at the necklace in the drawer and then back at the one still hanging in her hand. They were nearly identical, and she still didn’t understand where the second one had come from. Ivy thought back as far as she could and still couldn’t remember a time she had seen one like Orien’s before. It was supposed to be one of a kind.

      Though there was a subtle difference between the two of them, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had seen it before. No matter how hard she tried to remember, she couldn’t. The frustration inside her grew as she struggled to think why it looked familiar. No matter how hard she tried to brush off the coincidence, her mind kept dragging her back in. She knew a lot of people wore the pendant, but there was something familiar about the one in her hand, and she couldn’t place it.

      Ivy closed her eyes and tried to imagine the memory, but it was useless. She nearly jumped again when her phone rang. A lack of sleep was the only excuse she had for being so jumpy, but regardless, she still pulled her phone back out. She groaned loudly when she saw the caller was her mother again. She was in no mood to talk to anyone, but if her mother was calling twice in a row, it had to be important.

      Before she answered the call, she looked at the pendant one last time. “Where in the hell have I seen you before?” she muttered.

      She shrugged and set it down. Ivy groaned again when her mother called for a third time. There wasn’t any reason she could use not to answer, so she took a deep breath and tried to push away all the negative energy surrounding her. Looking down at her phone again, the call was still incoming. Rolling her eyes, she answered.
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      “Hey, Mom. Anything on your end?”

      “No, but I was calling to see if you two had found anything.”

      Ivy sighed. “No, nothing yet. We’ve had a couple of close leads but came up empty with each of them.”

      “I know it’s probably a bad time to bring it up, but it’s getting close to the time for the ransom handoff.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      Ivy held in a sigh. She knew none of what was happening was her mother’s fault, but that was the exact reason she didn’t want to talk to anyone. She wasn’t in the mood and didn’t want anything to come out sounding wrong. She had been working hard to find her son, but every lead seemed to blow up in her face.

      “I was also wondering if you had heard anything about what was going on over at Regina’s. I heard that they had the police over there, but no one seems to know what is going on there,” Kendra said.

      “No, I really don’t know. I sent Henry over to check in on her, but I haven’t heard back. Oh, sorry for taking him off the search. I know you guys need all the help you can get.”

      Kendra scoffed. “I don’t know who told you he was out here with us, but he hasn’t been. Actually, he never did come out and search for Danny.”

      Instantly, Ivy felt sick to her stomach. Everything she had thought about when her sister said the same thing came flooding back into her mind. Henry had never been out searching for her son, but why would he lie? There was no reason to say he was doing something he wasn’t, especially when it came to something like that. Leading the family business took most of his time anyway, and she understood that. Still, if what her mother was saying was true, he had lied to her and could be in on what was happening.

      “Are you sure he wasn’t out there helping with the search?”

      “I’m positive, sweetheart. I mean, I guess there’s a small chance he did it on his own, but we had everyone use the sign-up sheet so we could keep track of where people were going. Once we broke everything down into sections, we sent individuals out to each section. We didn’t want anyone to go over the same area as someone else.”

      Ivy sighed. “That makes sense, and it’s exactly what Ursula said, too. I just thought that maybe he had been with your group and not hers.”

      “Nope. We kept track on each other’s list so that no one ended up crossing over into someone else’s section. Besides, I did all the sign-ins myself. I know who was there and who wasn’t, and Henry definitely wasn’t a part of the search. I was even in charge of going over all the meetings with the volunteers. I would have remembered.”

      Ivy felt her gut twist, and anger rushed through her. If Henry had something to do with her son going missing, she was going to make the man pay for it. She quickly traded I love yous with her mother and promised to keep them updated with whatever she found. After saying goodbye another time, she ended the call. The first thing she needed to do was to go tell Hillary what she had found.

      She quickly rushed out of Danny’s room after grabbing both necklaces and headed down the stairs, nearly falling at one point because she was trying to skip steps on the way down. After catching her footing at the bottom, she turned to head outside, only to see Hillary already standing at the door, waiting for her.

      “I figured it would be better if I was waiting in here for you, just in case the police rolled by,” Hillary said. “What’s wrong with you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “I’ve been figuring things out upstairs, and I talked to my mom. I found this necklace at the rental property when I was headed back to the car.”

      A look of recognition crossed Hillary’s face but quickly faded. Just as Ivy thought, a lot of people wore pendants like that, and it didn’t mean much to her. When Ivy pulled out the one that belonged to her son and was once worn by Orien, Hillary’s face quickly went pale. She knew something about the necklace, and Ivy wanted to know what it was.

      “You know about the necklaces, don’t you?”

      Hillary sighed. “Of course, I do. Right before Orien went to jail, Harvey had two necklaces made for protection. He wasted no money on them, and as you already know, he gave one to Orien.”

      “Yeah, and after he died, I passed it on to Danny. I thought this one was his when I found it. That’s why I didn’t mention it, but who did Harvey give the other one to?”

      “He gave it to Henry. The two of them were so close, he thought they both needed St. Christopher’s protection.”

      “Dammit,” Ivy muttered. “The bastard was lying about being with the volunteers, too. Neither my sister nor my mom saw him helping out.”

      “Well, I wish this all helped us figure things out, but whoever took Danny doesn’t matter right now. It’s time for the drop.”

      Ivy sighed, but she knew Hillary was right. They were out of time, and she would be getting a call from the kidnapper at any moment. As the two of them waited in silence, Ivy tried to go over things in her head again. She didn’t know what Henry would gain from kidnapping her son, but one way or another, she was determined to find out. Time seemed to stand still as they waited for her phone to ring and even though she was expecting the call, her stomach lurched when it did.

      The blocked number was done in the same manner as before, and she knew it was the kidnappers calling. When she answered, the distorted voice on the other end seemed almost unreal. The voice gave her an address for the drop that was clear on the other side of town, but Ivy wasn’t giving the kidnapper any more until she knew Danny was all right.

      “Let me talk to my son,” Ivy demanded. “Let me hear his voice so I know he’s all right.”

      “I assure you, he’s being well taken care of.”

      “I’m not going to believe you just because you claim my son is okay. I want to hear his voice.”

      “Just be at the address I gave you with the money. Otherwise, the boy is dead and there’s nothing you can do to change it. Tick tock, little lady. Time is almost up.”

      Before she could say anything more, the caller hung up. Ivy’s hands were trembling, and it felt like her heart was in her throat. She knew her son was in danger from the start, but after hearing the threat on his life firsthand, she was stunned. She looked up at her friend, who was waiting for her to explain herself.

      “So, what’s going on, and where is the drop?” Hillary asked.

      “It’s on the other side of town, but if we don’t make it there with the money, they’re going to kill Danny.”

      “It’s okay. We’re going to figure this out, and there’s still plenty of time to get Danny back safely. We knew they would threaten him if we didn’t comply, and this is always how they do it.”

      “They wouldn’t even let me talk to him.”

      “They’re just keeping the power they have right now, okay? It’s normal for kidnappers to do things like this.”

      Ivy nodded and gave Hillary the address. While they knew they didn’t have the actual cash to pay the ransom, they had still filled a duffle bag with the fake money that her friend had gotten when she went to Regina’s. It still surprised Ivy with how fast she was able to pull together the fake cash, but it didn’t matter. They had to get moving. In order to try to keep the hoax going a little longer, they had attached a padlock to the zipper, keeping anyone from looking inside without a key.

      The two rushed to the car and got in. It wasn’t long before they were heading to the drop point, but Ivy was raging. She couldn’t believe Henry could be a part of something so cruel, but it was looking more like him with each lie they found out about. She quickly pulled her phone out and tried to call the man’s number. After several rings, there was no answer.

      Ivy slammed her phone down on her lap and looked out the window. “I swear to you, Hillary,” Ivy said, “if I find out Henry had something to do with this, I’m going to kill him myself.”
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      The minutes continued to drag on as Hillary drove them to the drop-off location. The thoughts of everything that had happened to her and her family didn’t stop rolling through her head. If Henry was involved somehow, she would make him pay in ways he never could think of. Finally, they pulled up to the drop location.

      She was hoping they would be able to get eyes on her son, but they were still a few minutes early. Ivy was sure the kidnapper had planned it the way he did by making the drop off just far away that she couldn’t make any stops. Both of them were silent, and she knew Hillary was just as worried as she was. The money for the ransom was gone, and all they had were the fake bills that Hillary had been able to round up on short notice.

      Still, part of her hoped they would somehow be able to get Danny back, even if they had to play the kidnapper’s games. Suddenly, a van was beginning its approach to the location, and Ivy started to get anxious. As soon as the van crossed the property line, Hillary and Ivy both stepped out of the car. She could see Hillary was just as nervous as she was about what was going to happen.

      Before the van came to a complete stop, Ivy’s phone started to ring. She thought it was the kidnappers calling to make another demand, so she quickly pulled the phone from her pocket and looked at the ID. It was Jim, and she let it go to voicemail. She was already so nervous that she could barely hold the phone. Her hands were trembling, and she didn’t want to talk to the man who wanted her behind bars.

      Immediately after her phone stopped ringing, it started back up. Glancing at the ID again, she quickly noticed the caller was Jim. She didn’t want to talk to him, but the phone kept ringing over and over. Every call was from him. Finally, to get him to stop calling her, she answered it.

      “Look, Jim, it’s not a really good time right now, okay?”

      “I know all about what you’re doing. We have the drop location, and we’re headed that way now.”

      “How did you find that out?” Ivy asked. “I just found out myself where it was an hour ago.”

      “It doesn’t matter, but we’re in route now. Just don’t do anything stupid, all right?”

      “You don’t want me to do anything stupid, but you’re on your way here right now with a pile of cruisers behind you. Don’t you think that’s going to make the kidnapper do something we’re all going to regret?”

      “No, we’ll be there shortly, and we’ll be able to catch the guy and get Danny back safely. It’s all going to work out for the best if you just let me do my job.”

      “Just stay away from here before you screw it all up. I just want my son back, and I’m not about to let you screw it all up. I’ll call you when the deal is done.”

      “We both know I can’t do that. Now, just take it easy and let us handle this, all right? We’re equipped to handle these kinds of situations, and I don’t want to see you get hurt in the process.”

      “Right, because you’ve been doing a fine job so far. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you just back the hell off until I have Danny? Then you and your little cop friends can go after the guy who did it without endangering my son.”

      “I’m telling you, Ivy. This is for the best. Just let me do my job, and everything will be just—”

      Ivy ended the call and sighed. She knew she shouldn’t have answered the call, but she was glad to know they were on their way. Even if things went sideways, it was good to know backup was on the way. From the corner of her eye, she spotted the van starting to back up. She started to panic when the vehicle turned around and started to leave. Ivy’s first instinct was to chase after them. She was only thinking about Danny when she started to sprint as fast as she could to catch them, and she kept screaming that she had the money. All was lost, though, when the van didn’t stop.

      Tears started to fall from her eyes when she realized she had been so close once again, only to fail to get her son back. Ivy fell to her knees in the snow as the van disappeared from sight. Without warning, she heard the sirens coming in the distance. She quickly got back to her feet and rushed to the car. Though Hillary had been standing closer to their vehicle, they both got in at about the same time and closed the doors.

      Hillary didn’t waste any time getting them out of the area. With them still not getting Danny back, they needed to stay far away from the police. If they were to get close at this point, Ivy knew she’d be in cuffs without any hesitation. Danny still needed his mother, and she wasn’t about to gamble that Jim wouldn’t arrest her on the spot.

      “What was that phone call about?” Hillary asked.

      “Jim told me they knew where the drop was located and that they were on the way. I told him to stay away so they didn’t screw it up, but obviously, they don’t care what happens to my son.”

      “I think I know what’s going on here,” she replied.

      “What do you mean by that? It’s simply the police overdoing their job and putting my son’s life at risk.”

      “It’s more than that. Actually, a lot of things are starting to make sense now.”

      “Are you going to keep talking in riddles, or are you going to tell me what in the hell is going on here?” Ivy said, shaking.

      “Think about this, all right?” Hillary said. “Every time something has happened, from the money getting stolen to getting ahold of the fake money to the van racing away after your call. What did they all have in common?”

      “I don’t know,” Ivy said. “Is it that they were all talked about over the phone?”

      “Exactly. Somehow, Henry has been listening to your phone calls.”

      “That son of a bitch. Who does he think he’s messing with here? That explains why he’s always one step ahead of us and why he hasn’t been answering my calls. He knows we’re onto him, even if he thinks we might not have figured it all out.”

      “That’s what I was thinking, too. He’s been listening in the entire time.”

      “That no good, lying, piece of—”

      She cut herself off, knowing it wouldn’t do either of them any good to go on a useless rant. Ivy was angry, and she had made it clear what she would do to the man if she found out he had anything to do with the kidnapping. After taking a moment to think, she pulled out her phone. Before she could make the call she was planning to make, Hillary stopped her.

      “I know you want to blow him up and call him every name in the book, but it’s not going to do you any good,” Hillary said.

      “It might make me feel better for a minute. I swear, I’m going to kill him.”

      “Maybe, but he’s smart. He knows he has to play this the right way if he wants to see any of that money, but that’s something that can work in our favor.”

      Ivy scoffed. “How does that help us at all? Danny is out there, and we need to find him. If Henry knows where he is, then I need to talk to him and make him—”

      “Make him do what? Understand your side of everything? He doesn’t care about you or your son. He’s greedy, and we’re going to need to set a trap if we want to catch him with his hand in the cookie jar.”

      “What are you, my grandmother?”

      Hillary chuckled. “No, but I know we need to think of something that’s going to make him fall into a trap for us.”

      “Well, I’m all ears if you have any suggestions. I certainly don’t have anything to give the man, and the ransom money is gone.”

      “What you should do is call Jim. Tell him you need to have a press conference and you’re going to be offering ten million dollars to anyone who has information that leads to Danny’s return.”

      “Are you crazy?” Ivy asked. “I don’t have that kind of money.”

      “I know, but Henry doesn’t know that. Tell Jim it’s money no one knows you have but that you’ll do anything to get your son back.”
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      Ivy was still trying to process the idea that Henry was the one behind everything. The emotions she was going through were like a roller coaster. Though she had never really trusted him after he had flipped on Orien, he almost made her believe that his presence was for the better good and that he was really trying to help her with the situation she was going through with Regina. Now, the anger and shock that flowed through her were concentrated on the man who was once Orien’s right-hand man.

      The more she thought about the circumstances that surrounded her son disappearing, the more everything seemed to point at Henry, but something still didn’t sit right with her. Ivy couldn’t figure out why he had kidnapped Danny. Hillary was right when she had said that he was a greedy man, but was that enough to make him take her son and hold him for ransom? She kept racking her brain, trying to come up with a logical explanation, but it didn’t matter. There was no right answer as to why a man would choose the things he did. The only thing that mattered now was that she caught him in their trap and getting Danny back before he did something worse.

      Just as she started to accept that she might never know the answer to the questions she was asking, her phone rang. Throughout the last couple of days, it seemed like every call made her jump, but she was too angry to think about it and immediately saw the call was coming from the blocked number. Though several calls had come from someone she couldn’t name, the blocked call was the same as the kidnappers, and she didn’t hesitate to answer.

      “Hello?” Ivy said.

      There was no reply, and the anger she had felt before only intensified. Whoever was on the other end was just calling and breathing into the phone, and Ivy snapped.

      “I don’t know who in the hell you are, but you need to leave me alone. Who are you?”

      Just a heavy breathing came back through the other end. Ivy had enough, and she was ready to go off on the caller completely. The stress of her son being kidnapped twice and their newfound knowledge that Henry was behind it sent her over the edge.

      “Look, this is your last warning. Tell me who this is, or I am going to track you down myself and—”

      “Be careful, Ivy. Henry is a very dangerous man when he doesn’t get what he wants.”

      A chill went down her spine, but before she could say anything in response, the call ended. Ivy sat in silence as she tried to understand what she had just heard. Not only had the voice on the other end told her to be careful, but she was also almost certain now that the voice had been that of her dead husband. It wasn’t possible. He had been gone for years.

      “Okay, when we get this all figured out with Danny, we’re hunting down whoever keeps calling you, and we’re going to put an end to that as well,” Hillary said. “Are you all right?”

      “I…the guy on the other end told me to be careful and that Henry was a dangerous man, but I’m telling you right now that I’m positive the voice was Orien.”

      Her friend went pale as though she was the one that heard the voice of a ghost. Several minutes went by with them both sitting in silence. Ivy wasn’t sure why Hillary was so silent, but her reasons were easier to understand. The man she had fallen in love with, the father of her son, and the man she thought had been dead for more than seven years, had just warned her about Henry. There was no other explanation other than the fact that he was, in fact, alive and well.

      “I believe you, Ivy. I didn’t mention it at the time because I thought it was just in my head, but I was almost sure that I saw Orien at the airport when I landed, but I brushed it off as jet lag.”

      “I don’t understand. There’s no way Orien is alive. He was serving time for a murder he didn’t commit, and they killed him in prison.”

      “I know,” Hillary said. “We all went to the funeral.”

      “Not just that, but even if he somehow survived and the prison was trying to keep it quiet, they wouldn’t have let him out. It has to be Henry messing with us somehow.”

      “I guess that is a possibility, but even that doesn’t make much sense to me. We can figure this out later, but I think we just need to get back to the cabin and figure out our next move.”

      Ivy sighed. “I agree.”

      They had already been driving for a few minutes, but they continued in silence toward the cabin. The entire time, Ivy was trying to think of any scenario that made sense for Orien to be alive and out of prison, but nothing made sense. He wouldn’t go without contacting his wife and son for that long. She tried to push out the thoughts and focus on catching Henry, but her success was short-lived. Hillary rounded the bend close to the cabin, and all they could see was a swarm of police moving in on their hideout.

      Hillary gave Ivy a knowing look and quickly pulled away before they could be seen. She peeked slightly in the direction of the cabin as they passed but didn’t see much of anything that would be useful. Somehow, Jim and his officers had found where they had been lying low. Now, she wasn’t sure what they were going to do.

      As her friend continued driving away from the cabin, Ivy was stuck in her mind, trying to figure out what everything meant. Henry had taken her son and was holding him for ransom, and someone kept messing with her by calling, sounding like Orien. She couldn’t figure out how the two were connected, and until the last call she had received from the unknown man, she didn’t know that they were. Suddenly, her phone chimed with a new text, and she quickly tapped the screen and pulled it up.

      The number was blocked, but the message clearly gave her an address that the sender wanted them to go to. Ivy couldn’t be sure if she could trust who it came from, but she was quickly running out of options. If she wanted to get her son back safely, she was going to have to do some things she wasn’t entirely comfortable with.

      “I have a text that is nothing more than an address, and it’s from a blocked number. I know it might not be safe to do, but I think we should follow this lead,” Ivy said.

      Hillary scoffed. “Damn right. It’s not going to be safe. We have no idea who that message came from.”

      “Look, I know you’re worried that it’s just Henry trying to set us up, but my gut tells me we should go anyway.”

      “I don’t know. Don’t you think it’s strange that you’re getting a random text with an address? I can’t help but think it’s some kind of trap that we’re going to be heading into.”

      “I know, but I don’t think it is.”

      Hillary sighed. “I guess you’re right. We should check it out, at least. I have to tell you, though, I’m only doing this because Danny is running out of time.”

      Ivy nodded and understood why her friend agreed to follow the unknown lead. Hillary punched the address into the GPS and headed for their new destination. From what they knew of the address, it was an abandoned warehouse on the edge of town. Ivy knew of the area but couldn’t recall exactly which one they were headed for.

      She kept thinking about Danny and wondering if he was all right. She hadn’t gotten any indication that her son was still alive, but she still could feel his presence in the world. Ivy bowed her head and said a quick prayer for her son. She asked God to watch over and protect him until she could get to him. There was no reply from the man upstairs, but she instantly felt a little better about the possibility of finding Danny alive.

      Her thoughts slowly faded to the caller on the phone. She couldn’t think of anyone who would be sick enough to impersonate her dead husband, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t someone out there who would do it. The world was full of sick people. Ivy sighed and tried to focus on where they were in her town. As she looked at the world passing her by through the window, it didn’t take long for the old warehouse to come into view.
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      As soon as the warehouse had come into view, Hillary pulled the car off to the side of the road. While Ivy knew they were going to have to be careful, she wasn’t sure why they had parked so far back. The cold air would make it difficult to walk that far, and she gave her friend a glancing glare.

      “What are we doing way back here?”

      “We’re going to have to play this smart,” Hillary said. “I was looking around the parking lot, and I noticed the van from earlier. That’s the same van from the drop, and I don’t think that message came from your unidentified caller. I’d say it came from Henry. So, maybe the two are actually the same person.”

      Ivy quickly looked over the property. It looked as though it hadn’t been touched in years, and she quickly scanned the rest of the area before spotting the van herself. Not only was the van there, but there were two other vehicles parked next to it as well. One of those cars she recognized as the one they had seen Reed with before. Her heart jumped. The van and that car being there meant that Danny was probably inside as well. She could only hope that her son was faring well.

      Knowing that they were all inside made her heart race. They were close to getting her son back, and she could feel it. Whatever happened to the others didn’t matter today. She knew there would be time to track them down later. She only wanted Danny in her arms and never to let go of him again. Ivy couldn’t hold back and started to open the door before Hillary reached over and grabbed her arm.

      “I need to get in there and get Danny. He’s probably been going through hell with those idiots, and I want him back,” Ivy seethed.

      “I know, but now is not the time to lose our heads, all right? We need to be safe and careful as we approach the building. We’re out-manned and out-gunned in every possible way, and we don’t know what they are planning.”

      “I know that, but what else are we going to do? It’s me and you against whoever else they have in there. Even if it’s one other guy, I’m sure we’re going to play hell getting them to cooperate.”

      Hillary sighed. “I hate to admit it, but I think we’re going to need the police on this one. We’ve held it off long enough, and we don’t have any other options here.”

      Ivy sat back in her seat and took a deep breath. She knew her friend was right. They were going to need as many people on the scene to help as they could get. She begrudgingly took out her phone and dialed Jim’s number. It didn’t take very long for him to answer, and Ivy could tell immediately that he wasn’t happy to be hearing from her.

      “You know, I’ve given you chance after chance to turn yourself in. What’s it going to take for you to actually listen to me? We’re doing everything we can to track down Danny, but every time I have to send my officers out looking for you, it takes away from—”

      “I don’t have the time or patience to listen to you whine about how I’m looking for my own son. I’m calling because I need your help,” Ivy shouted into the phone.

      “That’s fresh,” Jim said. “Now you want me to help you. Fine, what do you want?”

      “We’re at the old, abandoned warehouse on the edge of town. I’ll send you the address, but we need you here with your team as soon as possible.”

      “Why would I send my men all that way for you to disappear again?”

      Ivy scoffed. “Maybe because I’ve done your job for you, and now I’m sitting a little way down the road looking at the kidnapper’s van along with two other cars. I know Danny is in there with them, but I have no idea how many of them there are.”

      Jim paused. “Look, I’m going to be sending a team over to assist, but you have to stay put until my men and I get there. Do you understand me?”

      “I can’t promise that. Every second counts here. How long before you can be here?” Ivy asked.

      “Fifteen minutes, okay? Wait there.”

      Ivy didn’t waste another second and ended the call. She had no intention of waiting around for the police to show up. They were running out of time, and there was no telling what kind of condition Danny was in. The cold weather seemed to only be getting worse, and she knew the temperatures had been dropping all day. Knowing this and the fact that Danny didn’t have his jacket only made her worry more.

      “So, are we waiting for Jim and his team to get here?”

      “Hell no. My son is in there, and he’s probably freezing. I’m not wasting any more time. Now, I want to get eyes on him, but if we have a chance to get to him, I’m going to take it.”

      Hillary smiled. “You know me; I’m always up for an adventure. I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page about going in. I’ve never trusted the police, anyway.”

      Ivy nodded, and the two of them both got out of the car. They were within a quarter mile of the warehouse, and the moment she stepped out of the car, the ice-cold air hit her skin like a board with tacks. She ignored the pain. Looking over at her friend, Hillary made a hand gesture telling her to stay low. They both ducked and jogged through the snow toward the warehouse.

      It wasn’t worth taking the chance of getting caught, and God only knew what they would do to Danny if the kidnappers saw them trying to sneak in. They were going to have to be patient and take their time. The closer they got to the building, the closer to the ground they tried to get. They needed to stay low, but Ivy wasn’t sure it was going to make a difference. Their outfits both stood out against the bright white of the snow. Still, they moved to the side of the building.

      As they rounded the corner, Ivy could hear the vague sound of voices coming from inside. Moving closer to one of the windows, she put herself into position to peek through. She wanted to see her son.

      It didn’t take long for her to spot Danny, and she gasped when she spotted him in the corner of the room, curled up on the ground. Ivy could tell he was cold and afraid, but he was alert, which was a blessing. Still, seeing her son in that much fear just angered her even more. Rage filled her to the point that her body started to shake. Knowing that she needed to do something, she ducked back down and moved closer to Hillary.

      “What did you see in there?” Hillary whispered.

      “I spotted Danny in the corner. He’s scared but alert. I also counted five other men, but that’s all I could see. There might be more on the other side. Reed was definitely among the ones I counted, though.”

      “All right. I think I have a plan, but it’s going to be crazy to see if it’s actually going to work.”

      “What are you thinking?” Ivy asked in a hushed voice.

      “I’ll go to the other end of the building there and create a distraction. You get Danny the hell out of there when I do.”

      Ivy didn’t know if it was going to work, and it wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all they could do since they were outnumbered at least three to one. She didn’t wait to think it over, and the two quickly split off in different directions. She quickly rounded the corner of the building and instantly ducked when she heard another car pulling in. There were some old crates sitting at the front, and she ducked beside them and out of sight.

      The car flew into the parking lot and came to a stop as quickly as it entered the property. Ivy wasn’t surprised when she saw Henry jump out of the car and storm toward the front of the building. Something had him angry, but Ivy didn’t care about that. She watched him stop at the front of the building and start pounding on the door. Careful not to be noticed, Ivy glanced around the edge of the crate just in time to see Reed open the door.

      She was close to getting to Danny, but her heart sank when she heard Henry telling Reed they needed to get rid of the boy as soon as possible.

      “Why do we need to do that?” Reed asked.

      “Just do what I tell you. Get rid of him and get the hell out of here. We don’t have much time. I spotted a car parked up the road a ways. Someone knows that we are here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            44

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy knew time was up for them. One way or another, it was going to be now or never. With Henry there barking orders to get rid of Danny, there wasn’t going to be another chance of them getting to her son. She suddenly found herself happy she hadn’t listened to Jim when he told her to stay put. She just hoped Hillary would be in a position to give them the distraction they needed soon.

      As she watched the men start to move into the building, Ivy made her way back to the window. She hadn’t heard the signal from her friend yet, and she was starting to worry that their plan had failed before it even started. Suddenly, she heard Hillary give out a birdcall. Ivy knew it was time to move, and the next thing she heard was the sound of shattering glass. The distraction had been placed, and she needed to do her part to get her boy.

      She quickly made a move over to one of the windows. The crates that sat next to it provided the perfect perch for her to get up on and look through the window with ease. As soon as she reached the top of the crates, Ivy checked the building through the window again. All but one of the men had left, and now there was just one guard watching Danny. While she worried about her friend getting caught, she knew Hillary could handle herself.

      Ivy quietly pushed the window open, glad to see that it was either broken or left unlocked. It took her a minute to move through the small opening it created due to the small bits of broken glass from the smaller panes that had been shattered before. Finally, she squeezed through just enough to put herself into position to drop into the building, but it was too late. As soon as she looked up at the one remaining guard, he was looking right at her.

      Without hesitation, she rushed the armed man as he started to raise his gun. He wasn’t quick enough, though. In a moment, she was on the man and releasing all the rage she had built up throughout the previous days. With a series of left hooks and right haymakers, she managed to force him backward. Having been taken off-guard, the man suddenly tripped over his own feet and stumbled backward to the ground. Ivy was relieved to see he had hit his head hard enough to knock himself out on the concrete floor.

      For a moment, she was shocked. She never realized she could be pushed to the point of harming another person, but the safety of her child had moved her into predatory times. Ivy would do anything to protect her son, and she had just proven that. Time stood still until she heard Danny’s soft voice.

      “Mommy,” he whispered.

      Ivy spun around and saw her son slightly sitting up. She didn’t waste a second as she rushed to his side. Quickly wrapping him in her arms, she never wanted to let go. His skin was cold to the touch, but for now, she was happy he was alive and within her clutches again. Danny squeezed her back, and a look of relief washed over them both. There was a moment where she forgot everything going on around her, but that quickly faded, and she knew it wasn’t over yet.

      She needed to get her son out of the building and far away from Henry. Ivy tried to lift him into her arms so they could leave, but it didn’t take her long to realize that her son was chained to a protruding pipe coming through the wall. When she took a closer look at Danny’s restraints, she could see the chain was wrapped around the pipe and padlocked to his ankle. She cursed under her breath.

      Ivy started to panic but remembered the unconscious man lying on the floor behind her and quickly put her son back on the floor. She rushed over to the man’s body and started to dig through all his pockets, hoping to find the key that would release Danny from his chains. The man was the only one who had stayed behind, and Ivy hoped it was because he would have the key.

      “It’s going to be all right, Danny,” Ivy whispered. “I’m going to get you out of here, and we’re going to get you home.”

      “I’m cold, Mommy.”

      Hearing his words broke her heart. She knew he had to be freezing. Even with her winter coat and dressing for the weather, she could feel the chill running through her body, and he was wearing even less than she was. Her hands trembled as she continued to search the man. Finally, after having to go through all his pockets a second time because she couldn’t feel her hands, she found the keys in his breast pocket.

      “See, baby. I got the keys right here.”

      She smiled at her son as she rushed back to his side. The chains were cold to the touch, and her hands continued to shake as she fumbled with the keys. It seemed like the harder she tried to unlock her son’s restraints, the harder it was to actually fit the key where it belonged. After dropping the keys several times, she started to panic.

      Ivy knew she didn’t have much time. Hillary’s distraction was meant to take the guards away for a few moments, not forever. She blew on her hands to try to warm them up, but it didn’t work. Between the cold and panic rushing over her, she couldn’t get the lock to cooperate.

      “Mommy, it’s okay. We’re together now.”

      Ivy choked. “I know, honey. I know. I am getting you out of her, one way or another.”

      Danny smiled through his shivering. Her heart ached for her son as she watched him struggle to keep warm and alert. She could tell he had been tied to the pipe for a good amount of time. His lips were slightly blue, and his skin was a pasty white. If she didn’t get him out of the building and some place warm soon, he wasn’t going to make it.

      For her son’s sake, she tried to keep her emotions in check. He didn’t need to see the fear she had inside, and she choked down her tears before they could fall in front of him. Suddenly, she heard a noise coming from the other end of the building. Pausing for a moment, she listened closely. It was the men who had gone after Hillary, and they were on their way back to where they were. Time was running out for both of them.

      Just as the panic of what was going on started to overtake her, she found the right key and unlocked Danny’s chains. Though he didn’t have the strength he normally had, he lunged into her arms once more. Ivy couldn’t help but hold him for a moment. It had been days since she was able to last hold him tight in her arms, and she wanted to feel him close, if even for one last time.

      A new sound started to fill the air. Ivy was glad to hear this sound, though, as the sirens in the distance started to move in closer. The police were going to be there any minute, but they still needed to make their way out of the building before the others found them. Knowing they needed to hurry, she grabbed Danny and raised him up in her arms, thankful that everything was almost over.

      Ivy rushed him over to the window she had snuck through and lifted him up. At first, he didn’t want to let go of her. She understood what he was feeling, but getting him to safety was her only concern. After giving him an extra shove, he was able to get to the ledge and make his way to the outside. Ivy sighed in relief. Her son had a chance.

      Just as she heard him land on the other side of the wall, she jumped up to the ledge and pulled herself up. Giving Danny a quick glance to make sure he had landed safely, she smiled when she saw him looking back up at her. Ivy quickly jumped down to him and wrapped him in her arms again. She was glad they had made it out of the building, but she knew they needed to get as far away as possible.

      Suddenly, a familiar sound came from behind them. Though she had only heard the sound in movies she had watched, there was no denying exactly what the noise was. The sound of the gun being cocked startled her, and she slowly turned around. Sure enough, the first thing she noticed was the barrel of the gun being leveled in her direction, and the man behind the weapon was Henry.
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      Ivy didn’t wait for the man to say anything before she took her son and moved in front of him. If Henry was going to pull the trigger, he would have to shoot her before getting to her son. She knew the police were moving in, but she had no idea where Hillary had gone. The only thing she knew she needed to do at that moment was to buy as much time as she could, for both their sakes.

      She looked right at the barrel of the gun. Using both her hands to hold Danny behind her, her eyes moved up to the man behind the gun. The look on Henry’s face told her that she was doing something right. Ivy was still worried about protecting her son, but the fear she had before was no longer what was driving her. Pure rage had filled her, and she still wanted answers.

      “Why in the hell did you do this to my family?” Ivy demanded.

      Henry scoffed. “I don’t owe you an explanation for anything.”

      “Maybe not, but I still want to know why. It doesn’t make any sense, and I couldn’t think of a single logical reason for you to go through all this. I mean, you’re in charge of everything. What more could you want?”

      Henry chuckled. “Seriously? You think they just handed everything over to me and I’ve been on easy street ever since? I’m sorry, sweetheart, but it didn’t work that way at all. Nope. I had to fight for everything I have. Regina did this.”

      “What do you mean by that? She handed the business over to you.”

      “Oh no, she didn’t. See, she cut me out of the business at the last minute. She and Harvey caused all of this.”

      Ivy scoffed. “You have your money. Why don’t you take it and go? Just get out of here before one of us loses everything.”

      Henry grinned. “Oh, honey, it’s personal now.”

      Ivy was shocked to hear that it was personal. She hadn’t liked the man when she was with Orien, but after he had turned on her husband and caused him to go to prison for something he never did, she had lost it all. Other than not trusting him, she had never crossed him in any other way. Still, she knew things were not looking good for her or Danny.

      She had bought them as much time as she could. There was a small hope inside of her that Henry would have had a deeper explanation to her question, but he had gotten right to the point. Ivy knew Danny was afraid, and she quickly turned away from the man with the gun, looking him directly in the eyes before pulling him close to her chest.

      “I love you, Danny. I love you so much more than you will ever know. It’s going to be all right, I promise. You’ve been such a brave little boy through all of this, and I’m super proud of you.”

      “I know, Mommy. You taught me to always be brave. I knew you’d come for me, but I didn’t know how long it would take.”

      Ivy smiled, a tear building in the corner of her eye. “I need you to do something really brave, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Never forget how much I love you, but not only that. There’s going to be a loud gunshot, and when you hear that sound, I want you to run, okay?”

      Danny nodded, but he didn’t say a word. The tears started to fall from both of them as they held each other close. Ivy didn’t know when it was going to come, but she knew Henry was going to end her life. It was only a matter of time, and she braced herself for the pain that would come with it.

      Suddenly, a gunshot rang out, and Ivy waited to feel the pain, but nothing came. She held on to Danny for a moment longer before pulling away and looking around. She quickly checked herself and Danny for any injuries, but both of them were unscathed. Confusion quickly set in before she started to hear a gurgling sound behind her. Whatever had happened, she didn’t want her son to see any of it.

      Again, she placed herself in between Danny and Henry and slowly started to turn around. She was shocked to see Henry was the one gurgling with blood bubbling from his mouth. He looked at her in dismay before falling to the ground, motionless. Ivy couldn’t do anything more than stare at the man’s motionless body.

      At first, she looked around the nearby area but didn’t see anything. The entire side of the building was empty, aside from her and Danny. She quickly turned to her son, guarding him against seeing the body now lying behind her.

      “Is it over, Mom?”

      “I think so. You’ll never have to worry about that man again. Are you hurt?”

      “No, but I’m really cold,” Danny said.

      Ivy smiled and quickly took off her jacket. The adrenaline running through her veins was keeping her more than warm enough, and she quickly draped the jacket over her son and bundled him up. Both of them wiped their faces, and she smiled at Danny. Danny smiled back, and then a strange looked came across his face.

      “What is it?”

      “Who is that man over there?”

      “Over where, sweetheart?”

      Danny sighed. “Behind you, over by the dumpster.”

      Ivy turned and looked down the side of the building. For a moment, she didn’t see anything until a man stepped out from beside the dumpster. Ivy’s jaw dropped, and her heart started to race. Ivy gasped when she saw the man. He started to walk in their direction, and she thought she was seeing a ghost. The figure moving toward them was her ex-husband, Orien.

      “Honey, I don’t know what you’re seeing, but I don’t think that it’s real. I think we’re being blessed by a vision of one of God’s angels,” Ivy said.

      “Oh, I assure you that I’m just as real as the two of you,” Orien said.

      “How? You died in prison. They told me that you were beaten to death in there, and I believe them.”

      “I know I have a lot to explain, but there was no other way to do this.”

      “Do what exactly? Faking your death and making your entire family believe you were dead for seven years?” Ivy seethed.

      Orien dropped his head, but Ivy was fuming. Though a large part of her was happy to see the love of her life alive, she was angry that she had been duped into believing he had died. When he lifted his head and looked her in the eyes, her heart melted. It had been years since the last time she had seen his face, but all the love she had felt before was still there.

      “The government had a plan, and they needed me to make it work. See, the FBI approached me not long after I was sentenced. They needed me to infiltrate different organizations and report back to them. It wasn’t supposed to be this long of a job.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I went into several families all over the world. Crime lords and bosses who were in charge of bringing drugs and violence to cities all around the country.”

      “Then what? You’d report back to them, and they’d swoop in and arrest them?”

      Orien smiled. “Exactly. I finally got to work on the other side of the law. The original plan was that I’d take down as many organizations as I could in five years, and then they’d let me go and I could live my life.”

      “That would have been over a few years ago. What happened after that? Why didn’t you come home years ago?” Ivy asked.

      “Unfortunately, my last mission went sideways, and I wasn’t able to get out before my cover was blown. I was shot in the shoulder and fell off a four-story building. Between the blood loss and shock, I ended up in a coma. I just woke up four days ago.”

      Ivy was shocked, but she could tell by the look on his face that he was telling the truth. The man she loved was standing in front of her, and she rushed into his arms. She couldn’t have been happier knowing that her son was safe and Orien was back in her life. Ivy ushered Danny over and introduced him to his father for the first time. It took a moment, but he joined them. They all came together in a group hug, the first their family had been able to have.

      “It’s so good to meet you finally, son. Looks like you’re a very brave young boy,” Orien said.

      “Well, I have a great mom,” Danny replied.

      “That you do, son.” He grinned and pulled them both closer.
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      It had been two weeks since the return of Orien and her son. Ivy had never been as happy as she had been in those weeks. She was lying in bed, thinking about how wonderful life had been with them both back where they belonged. The morning brought with it an abundance of things to do.

      Since finding the kidnappers and bringing her son back home, the families on both sides had been planning a celebration. Now that Orien was back in her life, she had no problems with letting Regina and Harvey back in as well. After all, it was easy to forgive them for what they had done when it was all in the name of love. Plus, having the man of her dreams there to handle his mother didn’t hurt, either.

      Ivy rolled over and looked at Orien, who was still sleeping. She didn’t want to wake him, but she wasn’t ready to get out of bed just yet, either. They had a lifetime to make up for, but they were off to a good start. Even after all the years they had been separated, they jumped right back into their lives like they hadn’t missed a beat. Orien had become every bit the father she knew he would have been, and Danny was excited for every day they got to spend together.

      Ivy chuckled to herself, thinking about him getting to miss school to spend time with the family. She wasn’t sure if he was happier about that or about his new family life at home. Suddenly, she heard footsteps charging down the hall. A moment later, Danny burst through the door and jumped up into the bed. He bounced up and down before settling on the bed between them.

      “Are you ready for today?” Ivy asked.

      “I sure am. It’s going to be the best birthday party ever.”

      Ivy chuckled. “This party is for your father. He’s missed a lot of birthdays with his family, and now we get to make up for them.”

      “I still think you’re doing too much. I missed you so much, and I hated that I couldn’t be there for Danny’s birth.”

      “I know you did, but you’re here now. Besides, it was our parents’ idea to throw this party. I’m just glad to spend every day for the rest of our lives together.”

      “Get a room.”

      Orien laughed and grabbed his son. “We do have a room, but you barged in here like you own the place.”

      “I know.” Danny chuckled. “I wanted to make sure I woke you up today.”

      Ivy smiled at the two as they wrestled around on the bed. In the weeks since Henry’s death, a lot of things had changed. Orien was released from his obligations with the FBI, and they had held up their end of the deal. California completely exonerated him, and his record was wiped clean, just as they had promised. Orien and Ivy had talked in detail about what had happened to him.

      She had learned that when he had woken up from the coma, he was at a military compound. I was the safest place for him to be once they realized his cover had been blown. They kept him in observation for years, and Ivy was surprised they hadn’t pulled the plug on him. He explained that when he discovered what had happened that he had asked the same thing. The only answer they could give him was that the doctors kept telling them he could wake up any day.

      The moment Orien had woken up from his coma, he immediately had asked about his family. They told him he was free to go check on them, but when he arrived back in California, Regina and Harvey were on their way to see her and Danny. He had told her that he knew things weren’t going to be perfect and that he had a lot to explain, but all he wanted to do was see his beloved family before he interacted with them.

      By the time he reached her town, Danny had already been kidnapped from his parents’ new house. He told her that he was sure from the beginning that Henry had been the one who had framed him and gotten him sent to prison in the first place, but when his son had been taken, he knew he had to do something to stop him.

      Pulling her from her thoughts was the sound of their doorbell, but before she could get up, Orien smiled at her and jumped out of bed. Ivy laughed when Danny jumped up and beat his father to their door before turning around with a grin on his face.

      “Can I get the door?” Danny asked. “I know it’s Grandma Regina and Grandpa Harvey.

      “And how do you know that, mister?”

      “You told me last night that they would be here first thing in the morning.”

      “Okay but check the window first.”

      Ivy and Orien followed him downstairs and into the connecting room to the front door. They both smiled and greeted Orien’s parents when they walked through the door, and she felt him pull her close to him. There was no greater feeling than being wrapped in the arms of the man she loved. He squeezed her tight and whispered that he loved her.

      “I love you, too,” Ivy whispered. “More than you could ever know.”

      Orien smiled. “Oh, I think I have a pretty good idea of how much you love both of us.”

      Ivy smiled at him, knowing he was right. She had shown him a thousand different ways exactly how she felt about him in the past few weeks. It was still hard for her to believe how happy they all were together, though she had always known it would have been exactly the way it was if it had always been there. There had been nights that she would lie awake and wonder what life would have been if Orien had been there, but now she had proof of what their lives would be. Happiness was all she felt, and a magnitude of love that she had missed for years.

      As the guest continued to arrive, they all seemed just as happy as she was to have Orien back in their lives. He never once acted like it was too much pressure for him. The continuous hugs and love that their families showered over him. Even Hillary stopped by for a moment to drop off a gift and hug them both.

      It was exactly how Ivy had always imagined it, and she couldn’t be happier. As the day pushed forward, she knew things were always going to be that good. The love of her life was where he belonged, and her son was back home, safer than he had ever been. Danny was just as happy as she was to have the family back together, though it was all new to him. She smiled when she looked around at all her family and friends.

      Joy filled her heart in a way it never had before. They were all together again. Ivy had never given up on Orien, and she didn’t stop looking for Danny when he was taken from her. Now, she knew they were going to get the one thing that, for the longest time, she had never thought was possible. She, Orien, and Danny were finally going to get the happily ever after they all deserved.
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